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                                       Abstract             i 
 
Calliope was the muse of epic poetry, and this thesis could be described as an epic 
poem in the sense that the protagonists, my chosen poets, have their entrances and 
exits, along with my odyssey of creative development. The creative writing component 
is embedded within the prose, and the aims are symbiotic. The prose element seeks to 
determine whether there are similarities between the ways in which male and female 
writers utilize poetic forms in each chosen period from the Renaissance to the present 
day, (e.g. whether male poets are more or less assertive than women poets). The 
concept of ‘self-fashioning’ over-arches the thesis, with underlying issues of gender, 
class and race, and inherent connotations of ‘owned language’ and outsider status. 
Ekphrastic poetry is integral to the text. 
 
    This chronologically constructed thesis begins by briefly exploring ways in which 
Italian Renaissance poet Gaspara Stampa subverted the sonnet form for self-
promotional purposes. Chapter 1 considers how iconic male poets, Shakespeare, 
Wyatt and Donne, and lesser-known female poets Mary Wroth and Isabella Whitney, 
writing in sixteenth and seventeenth century England, used metaphorical comparisons 
as a means of self-fashioning. Eighteenth-century poetry by Anne Finch and Alexander 
Pope is then compared in terms of metaphorically antithetical Classicism (Chapter 2). 
‘Factory poetry’ from Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Thomas Hood, and ‘art-versus-
life’ poetry are nineteenth-century considerations (Chapter 3). The visual theme 
continues with Hilda Doolittle’s deviation from Ezra Pound’s Imagist ‘rules’, and moves 
organically towards ekphrastic poetry from Elizabeth Jennings and Philip Larkin 
(Chapters 4 and 5). Ekphrasis is the starting-point for a study of poetry from twentieth-
century American female New Formalists, in which issues of class, race and, 
particularly ‘owned language’ are addressed. Class and ‘owned language’ is crucial to 
the final chapter, surrounding contending voices in sonnets by Tony Harrison and the 
present poet (Chapters 6 and 7).  The present poet’s own self-fashioning in her 
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                                                          Introduction              
 
This chronologically-structured thesis aims to compare and contrast the ways in which 
male and female writers have used English traditional, and imported poetic forms, 
from the Renaissance to present day, and the implications therein for their ‘self-
fashioning’. ‘Self-fashioning’ is Stephen Greenblatt’s New Historicist term for how 
certain Renaissance writers presented themselves within the prevailing social and 
linguistic climate.1 I use the term in a similar way to Greenblatt, that is, to mean the 
process of constructing one’s person according to contextually acceptable social and 
linguistic standards. The thesis examines whether women writers appear, for example, 
to be more or less assertive, more or less didactic, or more or less ironic than their 
male counterparts in their use of form. Simultaneously, these findings are used 
towards the development and understanding of my own poetry, creating a 
chronologically based corpus which is entirely influenced by, and in response to, 
selected poetry, poetics and criticism surrounding my chosen poets. The poems will be 
integrated into the historical discussion, and this discussion, within the theoretical and 
empirical framework, will be reflected in the creative component. Both components 
aim to illustrate how the present writer, a woman with scant literary education until 
post-retirement, has adopted and revitalised inherited poetic traditions in the 
language of today. Intrinsic to this doubly-reflective process will, inevitably, be what 
her use of form says about her own self-presentation.  
 
   The project seeks to vindicate the rights of women to have used and, to continue to 
use, inherited patriarchal forms. However, it is not approached from an overtly 
feminist perspective. Rather, the thesis considers some of the moral and political 
notions surrounding women’s use of form from their earliest guise, and outlines ways 
in which writing by these women can be seen as ‘playing the game’ or protest. Much of 
the present writer’s own poetry looks at moral and political aspects, but it is not what 
Virginia Woolf describes as ‘loudspeaker poetry’.2 The poems present contrasting 
pictures in words, and the sonnet, with its bipartite structure, is the ideal vehicle for so  
                                                     
1 Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-fashioning from More to Shakespeare (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1980) 
2 Virginia Woolf, ‘The Leaning Tower’, A Twentieth-Century Literature Reader, ed. Suman Gupta and 
David Johnson (Oxford: Routledge in association with the Open University Press, 2005) p.80 
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doing. Should the reader see one picture awry, then it may well be so. The initial 
problem was how far back in literary history to begin the research, and the sonnet, 
possibly the most patriarchal of forms, seemed to be an appropriate starting point. 
 
   The sonnet is generally thought to have been invented by Giacomo de Lentino, head 
of the Sicilian School of Poetry, (circa 1230-40), at the court of the Holy Roman 
Emperor, Frederick II.3 The form was transported to Tuscany, and noted exponents in 
the following century included Guido Cavalcanti, Dante Alighieri and, most famously, 
Francesco Petrarca (known in English as Petrarch). It is fairly safe to say that the 
writing practices of these early poets established the blueprint for the sonnet form.  
 
    John Fuller’s view that ‘it is the Italian (or Petrarchan) sonnet which is the legitimate 
form, for it alone recognizes the peculiar imbalance of its parts which is its salient 
characteristic’, is contentious, in that subsequent English sonnet forms emanating 
from the Italian also have an imbalance of parts.4 However, his opinion that ‘the 
essence of the sonnet form is the unequal relationship between the octave and sestet’, 
in that unequal division between its fourteen lines facilitates the sonnet’s function’ is 
unquestionable.5 The bipartite structure invites a bipartite division of thought. The 
Italian or Petrarchan sonnet form has a closed rhyme octave (abbaabba) leading to a 
volta, or turn of thought contained in the shorter, and more varied sestet. The sestet 
may have an interlaced rhyme scheme (cdecde) or an open rhyme scheme (cdcdcd). 
Fuller outlines ‘a number of legitimate varieties of sestet’, including cdecde, cdeced, 
and the French types (ccdede, ccdccd and ccdeed), although these are by no means 
all.6 The main point is that the tension encoded within the shorter, more varied, yet 
unified, sestet is the vehicle for the turn of thought heralded by the volta. This may 
normally either compound or refute the argument posed in the octave.  
 
                                                     
3The invention of the sonnet form is attributed to Lentini by several literary critics including John Fuller, 
The Critical Idiom: The Sonnet (London, Methuen and Co) 1966 and Paul Oppenheimer, ‘The Origin of 
the Sonnet’, Comparative Literature, Volume 43, Autumn 1982, p.289  
4 John Fuller, The Critical Idiom: The Sonnet, p.1 
5 Fuller, ibid. p2 
6 Fuller, ibid. p.3  
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    When the early sonneteers established a blueprint for the form, they also 
established an agenda to deprive the female muse of speech. Of the 366 poems in 
Petrarch’s Il Canzoniere, written over forty years, (1327-67), 317 are in sonnet form, 
and surround the poet’s unrequited love for Laura. The poet’s voice is heard 
throughout, but not a single word from Laura. She is legitimized in a series of physical 
descriptions, a series of conceits. The use of conceits, or metaphorical comparisons, by 
poets writing in England in the Henrician era, will be discussed in depth in Chapter 1. In 
Petrarch’s sonnets, the idealized woman was generally described in glowing images of 
light and virtue, and the despairing poet depicted in images of dark, stormy seas and 
despair.  
 
   What follows, contends that in creating her sonnet sequence, The Rime, (c.1554), 
Gaspara Stampa may be said to have used Petrarchan conventions to exploit those 
conventions. It is arguable that Stampa extended the use of the sonnet form, from a 
vehicle for love poetry, to a medium for social commentary. Moreover, in silencing the 
worshipped male, and giving herself a voice, Stampa provided herself with a platform 
for self-fashioning as a female poet of equal standing with her male literary ancestors.  
 
   Stampa’s education was unconventional, and this is a salient factor. Whereas most 
girls born into middle-class Italian families in sixteenth century Padua were taught 
housewifery, Stampa’s father afforded his two daughters a Classical education 
alongside their brothers. After their father’s death, their mother moved the family to 
Venice where Stampa became a noted, if controversial, figure amongst Venetian 
literati. It was not unusual for Venetian women to write love sonnets; Stampa’s 
contemporary, Vittoria de Colonna, wrote modest sonnets to her husband using 
conceits, but Stampa wrote salaciously. There are two schools of thought about the 
nature of her Rime. The generally held opinion is that the first half of the sequence, the 
Rime D’Amore, is an autobiographical account of Stampa’s affair with Count Collatino 
de Collato by whom she was abandoned. 7 If the Rime D’Amore was autobiographical, 
it is possible that Stampa was writing the equivalent of an early Don Juan. A female  
                                                     
7 The autobiographical view is held by several biographers including Fiora Bassanese, ‘Gaspara Stampa’, 
Italian Women Writers; A Sourcebook ed. Rinaldina Russell (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994) p.404 
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poet using the sonnet form in such a way in the sixteenth century would be deemed 
both socially, and linguistically, unacceptable, and a possible reason for Stampa’s 
languishing in obscurity until the eighteenth century. 
   The lesser-held view that the Rime D’Amore was non-autobiographical supports the 
thinking that Stampa used the sonnet as a medium for social commentary on the plight 
of discarded mistresses generally. This would mean that her sonnets moved into the 
instructive arena. Ellan Otero takes this a step further, suggesting that in doing so, 
Stampa not only appropriated Petrarch’s form, but Boccaccio’s content, contending 
 
    Stampa did not write an autobiographical Rime, but 
   was influenced by the Venetian literary environment 
   to compose poetry in the Petrarchan style [thereby] 
   designing a unique Canzoniere toned to Boccaccio’s 
   Elegy, appropriating the concept of the sexually 
   fulfilled, then abandoned woman, seeking to create 
   a poetic space for herself to avoid being called a ‘son’ 
   of Boccaccio to create a psychological study of the  
   abandoned female.8 
 
   The present writer’s attempt to substantiate these claims with readings from 
Petrarch and Stampa was immediately problematized by having to rely on translation, 
and prompted her to produce    
    Translating Italian Sonnets 
   I’m going to be the future Thomas North,  
   (though not translate a text from Plutarch’s Lives), 
   to see if Petrarch’s poetry deprives 
   his muse of speaking voice. A surely worth- 
   while task - her words have yet to be unearthed. 
   I’ll look instead at how his muse survives: 
   by physical description, he contrives 
   to give his Laura substance, bring her forth. 
    
    O what a nerve! I’ve overlooked one thing, 
    I cannot speak the lingo. Thomas Hood, 
    I should have read, instead. I would repent 
    he said, be staring like a fool, by jing- 
    o. Silent as a mummy, likelihood. 
    A dummy with a dummy’s what he meant.  
                                                     
8 Ellan D. Otero, ‘The Fiction of the Rime: Poetic Misprision of Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Elegy of 
Fiammetta’  (Tampa:  South Florida University 2010) p.15  
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    The octave sees the writer self-referentially setting herself up in conventional 
Petrarchan rhyme scheme, boastfully comparing herself with Lord North, and outlining 
the task in hand. 9 However, pride goes before the fall she sustains in the sestet, the 
simple interlaced rhyme scheme equating possibly with ‘dummy’. Her self-deprecation 
could either be challenged or substantiated by her allusions to Hood’s poem, ‘French 
and English’, in which the poet reduces the English natives’ linguistic insularity to ‘a 
nation with a dummy’.10 Thus, her own self-presentation could be described as 
‘contrary’, demonstrating an awareness of Plutarch and North, yet aligning herself with 
Hood. Hood’s phrases are italicized, as are all future quotations from other poets 
embedded within the present writer’s poetry.  
 
   Consider Petrarch’s Sonnet 116, translated by Thomas Higginson, and Stampa’s 
Sonnet 1, translated by Justin Vitiello, in support of the proposal that Stampa 
appropriated the Petrarchan sonnet for social commentary as well as love poetry. 11  
 
     Sonnet 116 
 
   Those eyes, ‘neath which my passionate rapture rose, 
   Those arms, hands, feet, the beauty that erewhile 
   Could my own soul from its own soul beguile, 
   And in a separate world of dreams enclose, 
   The hair’s bright tresses, full of golden glows 
   And the soft lighting of the angelic smile 
   That changed this earth to some celestial isle, 
   Are now but dust, poor dust, that nothing knows. 
   And yet I live! Myself I grieve and scorn, 
   Left dark without the light I loved in vain, 
   Adrift in tempest on a bark forlorn; 
   Dead is the source of all my amorous strain, 
   Dry is the chapel of my thoughts outworn, 
   And my sad harp can sound but notes of pain. 
 
                                                     
9 Plutarch (c.46-120 B.C.) wrote the historical biography Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romanes 
translated into French by Jacques Amyot in 1559, translated into English by Sir Thomas North in 1579.  
10 Thomas Hood, The Poetical Works of Thomas Hood (London: C. Courtier and Sons) no publication 
date, but inscription by Hood 1890, p.393 
11 Thomas Wentworth Higginson (c.1891) translations from Sonnets from Europe, Available at 
http://www.sonnets.org/petrarch.htm.p2 
Justin Vitiello translation in Book of Women Poets: From Antiquity to Now ed. Aliki Barnstone, Willis 
Barnstone (N.Y.C: Schocken, 1992) p.307 
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      Sonnet l 
         Women, whoever wishes to know my lord, 
   fix your eyes upon that sweet and natural presence 
   youth by his years, sage by his experience, 
   image of valor and glory in concord: 
 
        with blond hair and color clear and bright, 
   stately profile and torso of a steed, 
   ultimately perfect in word and deed, 
   except, alas! In love, all lies and spite. 
      
         And whoever wishes to know me, gaze nigh 
   on a woman, in deed and look a worm, 
   image of death and of the martyr’s sty, 
        abode of faith, ever constant and firm, 
   one who, though she weep and burn and sigh,  
                            gets no pity, but just her lover’s spurn. 
 
   Each sonnet has two divisions of thought, and each sonneteer uses conceits to 
legitimize the adored one. In the Petrarch, the idealized woman is compared with the 
angels themselves, her body parts having the power to transform earth into heaven, 
‘bright tresses … golden light … angelic smile’. Conversely when the poet speaks of 
himself throughout the sestet, he is ‘dark without the light’ and ‘adrift in tempests … 
dead’. Laura’s existence is not merely legitimized metaphorically, but through the 
‘pain’ of the true subject, the poet. 
        
    Stampa’s first word ‘Women’ is, in itself, subversive, i.e. a woman poet directly 
addressing a female audience about the plight of the abandoned woman. Addressing 
women directly in sixteenth-century Venice would have seemed no less outrageous 
than Medea’s addressing the Corinthian women, in ancient Greece. In this speech, in 
which the first word is also ‘Women’, Medea interrogates the plight of the abandoned 
woman, and the polarity of acceptable social and linguistic standards for males and 
females. 12 Stampa’s education provided access to classical mythology, and she could 
have been aware of Euripides’s portrayal of a contextually bold woman. 
 
  The octave is divided into two quatrains, the first extolling the lover’s virtue, and the 
                                                     
12 Euripides, Medea, [531B.C.]Trans. Philip Vellacott  (London: Penguin Classics, 1963) p.24 
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second, his physical attributes, in conventional conceits. However, line 8 undermines 
lines 1-7, ‘except alas! In love, all lies and spite’. The line is divided, the softly sibilant 
‘except, alas!’ being superseded by the harsher ‘lies’ and plosive ‘spite’.  Stampa 
silences Collato here, and, as Fiora Bassanese states, Collato resembles Laura in that 
his ‘existence is only known through the effects of the true subject, the 
poet/mistress’.13 The ‘poet/mistress’ is heard in the first line of the sestet, ‘whoever 
wishes to know me’. Like Petrarch, Stampa cloaks herself in dark imagery of ‘death’, 
yet unlike Petrarch, she alludes to the technique, i.e. ‘image of death and of the 
martyr’s sty’.  Around sixty sonnets in the Rime are meta-poetic, in the sense that they 
reflect upon technique, and if Stampa’s allusion to technique is oblique in Sonnet l, it is 
distinctly overt in Sonnet Vll. This sonnet could be seen to support the proposal that 
Stampa utilised the form to promote herself as a poet equal to, if not surpassing, her 
noted male poetic ancestors. 
                          Sonnet Vll 
        If I, who am an abject, low born woman, 
   can bear within me such a lofty fire 
   why should I not possess at least a little 
   poetic power to tell it to the world? 
        If Love, with such a new, unheard of flint 
   lifted me up where I could never climb 
   why cannot I, in an unusual way 
   make pain and pen be equal to myself? 
        If love cannot do this by force of nature, 
   perhaps by a miracle he may 
   passing and bursting every comma measure. 
        How can that be I cannot well explain. 
   but yet I feel because of my great fortune’ 
   my heart imprinted with a strong new style. 
 
      Here, self-deprecation vies with self-affirmation. As Mary Moore puts it, Stampa 
can be seen to ‘bemoan the weakness of, or tout the power of her own poetic voice’.14 
This sonnet contains a finely-tuned philosophical argument that would not be 
expected of a woman writer. The first premise, ‘If I who am an abject, low born woman 
/ Can bear within me such a lofty fire’, begs the question why not, as a woman, be  
                                                     
 13 Russell, op. cit. p.404 
14 Mary B. Moore ‘Body of Light, Body of Matter: Self-Referencing as Self-Modeling  in Gaspara Stampa’, 
Desiring Voices: Women Sonneteers and Petrarchanism (Illinois: Southern Illinois University Press, 1980, 
p.58 
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permitted to exercise her right. Her second quatrain, (and second premise), appears to 
suggest that she views her association with Collato as a springboard to elevated poetic 
status. Moore perceives the lines ‘If Love, with such a new, unheard of flint / Lifted me 
up where I could never climb’, to be a reference to Collato (meaning ‘hill’). The similar 
sounding ‘pain’ and ‘pen’ connection aurally enacts the problematic nature of her self-
promotional aim, accepting that it would be ‘unusual’. The sestet initially seems to 
indicate a ‘miracle’ would be required. Whilst she constantly draws attention to her 
gender and to the business of writing (‘pen … comma’), the resolution in the final 
couplet may be read as an affirmation of her poetic prowess, moreover, of her ‘strong 
new style’. 
       
   The reader might concur with either Bassanese’s opinion that Stampa’s Rime is an 
autobiographical account of Stampa’s love affair or, alternatively, give credence to 
Otera’s argument that Stampa appropriated Petrarchan writing practices, and 
Boccaccio’s content, to highlight the plight of the abandoned woman. Either way, what 
has emerged from a brief look at Sonnets l and Vll from Stampa’s Rime, is a profile of a 
woman poet transgressing contextually accepted social and linguistic gender 
boundaries. The work of this ground-breaking Italian Renaissance female poet holds 
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            Chapter 1 
 
          The Use of Conceits in Mid-Tudor, Elizabethan and Metaphysical Poetry 
 
This chapter explores the ways in which certain renowned male, and lesser-known 
female, poets writing in sixteenth and seventeenth century England, used 
metaphorical comparisons as a means of self-presentation. Selected poetry from 
Thomas Wyatt, John Donne and Shakespeare, Lady Mary Wroth and Isabella Whitney 
will be examined. The emphasis is on the ways in which their use of form and 
metaphor discloses a gendered ‘self’, and will be reflected in this writer’s creative 
tasks.  She applies similar challenges to her own poetry, and attempts to convey an 
understanding of writing in different times, and cultures from, our own. Her 
commentaries on those poems outline the problems and, possible solutions, involved 
in attempting to ‘echo’ the past in the language of today.    
 
   ‘The Introduction’ indicated that ‘translation’ has continuing relevance. This chapter 
reflects upon how English Renaissance poets, who admired and emulated their Italian 
counterparts, may have used ‘translation’ to interrogate perceptions of ‘owned 
language’, and to transgress poetic gender barriers. Form, imagery and tone are 
considered, and how these concepts may have been perceived then, as guided by 
poetic tradition and contemporary culture, whilst being utilised for enhanced self-
awareness and self-promotional purposes. The feasibility of applying a twenty-first 
century understanding of the sexuality of poetic practice to the evolving presentation 
of self in this era is interrogated. Carol Rumens’s views are particularly relevant, and 
her analysis of Wyatt and translation will be considered, along with other critical 
opinion throughout. It follows that this writer’s creative output will provide links with 
recent criticism. 
 
    It could be considered that the use of metaphorical comparison was fundamental to 
understanding for whom poetry was written, for what purpose, and by whom it was 
read in this period. Generally, sixteenth and seventeenth century English poets saw 
little conflict between biblical doctrine, in which God, the creator, had supremacy and 
 
                 10 
Platonic theory, in which notions of the ‘real’, as opposed to its shadow, or mimesis,  
was paramount.15 Philip Sidney explained the dichotomy 
 
  Poesy therefore is an art of imitation, for so Aristotle 
termeth it in his word mimesis, that is to say a representing 
  counterfeiting, or figuring forth – to speak metaphorically, 
  a speaking picture – with this end, to teach and delight. 
  Of this there have been several kinds. The chief, both in 
   antiquity and excellency were they that did imitate the 
  inconceivable excellencies of God. 16 
 
   It is conceivable that in Mid-Tudor, Elizabethan and Metaphysical poetry, as in 
Renaissance Italy, that ‘comparison mongering’ in love poetry was a formulaic 
exercise, not necessarily written for practical wooing purposes. Maintaining courtly 
love in poetry in a highly decorous way was determined by contemporary aesthetic 
conventions.17 This raises the question of whether love poetry, written by male or 
female poets in this era, was love poetry at all, and by extension, whether translating 
Petrarchan love poetry was aesthetic exercise or pragmatism. Puttenham defined the 
poet and poet-translator, thus: 
‘Euen so, the Poet makes and contriues out of his own braine, 
 both the verfe and the matter of his  poème, and not by any 
 foreine copie or example, as doth the  translator, who may well  
 be fayd to be a verfifer but not a Poet.18 
    This is germane to the first major poet to be discussed in this chapter. Thomas Wyatt 
(1503-1542) transposed the sonnet form for use in English, and translating Petrarch’s 
Rime 190, in which pursuing the beloved is compared with hunting a hind, could be 
seen as mere ‘versifying’, rather than ‘contrivance’. Nonetheless, it was a risky 
undertaking, and not simply because formula poetry was new to England. Wyatt was 
allegedly Boleyn’s suitor after her marriage to Henry, thus the translation carried 
enormous personal, political, and monarchical risks for Wyatt. He could have been 
writing his decorous death warrant. Translation was, as Carol Rumens states, ‘a way of 
being private and public at the same time’, and Wyatt’s dilemma was one of public, yet 
                                                     
15 Plato, ‘The Simile of the Cave’ , The Republic, Book Vll 514-521, Trans. H.D.P. Lee, (Middlesex: Penguin 
Books Ltd) 1955 pp.278-286 
16 Philip Sidney, An Apology for Poetry  [c 1578] (Manchester: Manchester University Press) 1973,p.101 
17 ‘Decorous’ derived from George Puttenham’s ‘decorum’ as ‘a good liking and contentment with their 
proper objects.’ The Arte of English Poesie (London: Richard Field [1589]) p.261 
18 Puttenham, p.3 
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private, self-presentation. Wyatt was, as Rumens says, ‘cunning’.19  There are subtle 
differences between Petrarch’s sonnet and Wyatt’s translation below.  
    
   Who so list to hount, I knowe where is an hynde, 
      But as for me, helas, I may no more: 
      The vayne travail hath weried me so sore. 
      I ame of theim that farthest commeth behinde; 
   Yet may I by no meanes my weried mynde 
     Drawe from the Diere: but as she fleeth afore, 
   Faynting I folowe. I leve of therefore, 
       Sins in a nett I seke to hold the wynde. 
   Who list her hount, I put him owte to dowbte, 
      As well as I may spend his tyme in vain: 
      And, graven with Diamonds, in letters plain 
   There is written her faier neck rounde abowte: 
     Noli me tangere, for Cesars I ame; 
     And wylde for to hold, though I seme tame. 20 
 
   Wyatt made two crucial omissions from Petrarch’s sonnet. The first might be thought 
to suggest to contemporary, and present-day, readers, that Wyatt’s public ‘versifying’ 
encoded a private reading. Wyatt seemingly invites several males, ‘Who so’, to the 
pursuit in the octave, but ‘so’ is omitted from the sestet. Rumens argues that this near-
repetition signifies an individual ‘closing in on his quarry’. Contemporary readers 
would have known the word topaz signified chastity, and diamonds faithfulness, and 
would have noted the second omission, ‘topaz’ (l.11). Wyatt could have suggested to 
his contemporaries that the beloved was both unchaste and steadfastly unfaithful, 
although this might be less obvious to readers now. 
 
   Another significant difference is Wyatt’s change from the cdecde rhyme scheme in 
the sestet to cdecee. This renders a couplet which I think Rumens identifies correctly 
as ‘tight-lipped’. This is apt, because the inscription, rather than the lover, the 
metaphorical hind, voices the veto Noli me tangere. Rumens cites the third-century 
Latin grammarian Solinus finding the inscription ‘Noli me tangere, Caesaris sum’ (touch 
me not, I am Caesar’s) on hinds’ collars 300 years after the emperor’s death. Wyatt 
                                                     
19 Carol Rumens, ‘Poem of the Week’ The Guardian, August 10th. 2009 
20 Thomas Wyatt The Collected Poems of Thomas Wyatt ed. Kenneth Muir (London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul Ltd, 1949) p.7 
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uses only half the Latin quotation, possibly because other sources of the veto have 
biblical significance. ‘Noli me tangere’ is the risen Christ’s admonition to Mary 
Magdalene (John: 20:7), and ‘Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s’ is 
Christ’s response to his enemies (Matthew: 22:21). Thus, Caesar could be seen to be 
Henry, Boleyn’s ‘owner’ and Wyatt’s rival. 
 
   The translation, published in Tottel (1557), could initially have been intended for 
private view, passing around courtiers in manuscript form.21 The notion that Wyatt’s 
translation was a masquerade for autobiographical retaliation, rather than a formulaic 
exercise, could be dismissed, were it not for the metaphorical similarities with his own 
poem ‘They Flee From Me’. 
   They flye from me that sometyme did me seke 
       With naked fote stalking in my chamber. 
   I have sene theim gentill tame and meke 
      That nowe are wylde and do not remember    
                   That sometyme they put theimself in daunger 
   To take bred at my hand; and now they raunge 
   Besely seking with a continuell chaunge. 
 
   Thancked be fortune, it hath ben otherwise 
     Twenty tymes better; but ons in speciall, 
   In thyn arraye after a pleasaunt gyse, 
     When her lose gowne from her shoulders did fall, 
     And she coaght me in her armes long and small; 
   Therwithall swetely did me kysse, 
   And softely saide, dere hert, howe like you this? 
 
   It was no dreme: I lay brode waking. 
     But all is torned throrough my gentilnes 
   Into a straunge fasshion of forsaking; 
     And I have leve to goo of her goodenes. 
     And she also to vse new fangilnes, 
   But syns that I so kyndely ame serued, 
   I would fain knowe what she deserued. 22 
    Wyatt’s choice of rhyme royal is apposite. The form was used originally by Chaucer 
in Troilus and Criseyde, in which Criseyde is unfaithful to Troilus. Thus, within the 
constraints of the form, Wyatt, on the one hand, has the freedom to vent his personal 
                                                     
21 Songes and  Sonnettes Written By the Ryght Honorable Lord Henry Howard, late Earle of Surry, 
Thomas Wyatt the Elder and Others (London: Richard Tottel [1557]) 
22 Muir, p.28 
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feelings of sexual desire, disappointment and jealousy associated with his royal lover. 
On the other hand, the formulaic exercise depersonalizes emotions which would have 
been deemed, at best, inappropriate. 
 
   The problem of how a twenty-first-century female working-class poet might create a 
gendered space in response to ‘They Flee From Me’, could be approached by adopting 
the persona of a present-day less-than-regal Boleyn. 
They flee from thee that sometime did thee seek? 
   ‘They’ – plural – read! Not talkin’ feathered birds, 
   depending on your bread to fill a beak, 
   a crumb or few, but foxy-ladies, furred 
   and feral, high-class hookers, so I’ve heard. 
   ‘They’ sell their wares to highest bidders, turn- 
   ing tricks, but not for treats. These girls must earn 
 
   protection groats. And ons in speciall? Twit! 
   You thought I meant that softely saide, dere hert 
   how like you this? to mean a kiss. The wit,  
   my dear, you missed. It wasn’t all that smart 
   to think I meant your sorry bleedin’ heart. 
   It’s tit-for-tat, you called me once an hynde.   
   Retaliation never crossed your mind? 
 
   You’ve got some nerve to talk about a gyse, 
   translating Petrarch’s Rime (your Sonnet 7) 
   and messin’ with his words. Unwise disguise! 
   You didn’t think I’d notice line 11? 
   No mention ‘topaz’. Think you’d be forgiven? 
   It stands for chaste, you’ve made me out a whore. 
   I’ve treated kynde with kind. You know the score. 
   This pithy feminist self-presentation conflates Wyatt’s lexis and present-day 
vernacular. ‘Not talkin’ birds’ is used in the sense of ‘not speaking of girls’. ‘Groats’ 
equate with ‘bread’ and the double-entendre ‘treated kynde with kind’ signifies poetic 
form, and carries connotations of sexual parity. Whether or not the writer has a 
feminist view of Wyatt’s self-presentation in his translation from Petrarch, and in ‘They 
Flee From Me’, is more problematic. 
 
   Wyatt’s self-presentation has been addressed by several critics. Barbara Estrin’s 
feminist view of ‘They Flee From Me’ sees a retaliation against a female who ‘unsettles  
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the self Wyatt invents’ because she ‘completely defeats his sexual and verbal energy’. 
Estrin’s point is that when the female figure enters the poet’s chamber she reverses 
gender roles, by taking the sexual initiative, and by controlling his vision. ‘The more the 
man dissolves physically in the satisfaction she promises, the lady – now watching him 
– is empowered linguistically’.23 Whilst Estrin’s point about the female figure 
controlling the poet’s vision is viable, the male narrator might be susceptible rather 
than controlled, but this fails to take into account the historicist argument.  
 
   Cecile Williamson Cary and Stephen Greenblatt approach the poem in the historical 
context of the Henrician court, and the inherent contradictions between male 
vulnerability and female power. Cary perceives the poet to be doubly betrayed; by the 
female, and by Wyatt’s perception of the nature of fe/male roles. The poem moves 
from the poet’s assumption that women were vulnerable to the realisation of his own  
weakness. Although the power dynamic has been subverted, Cary insists the 
‘matriarchal substratum is not feminist.’ 24 She thinks an autobiographical reading is 
unavoidable, not solely because of similarities of imagery in ‘They Flee’ and ‘Whoso 
List’, but because of contextual sexual politics. Whereas these dictated that men 
should be sexual and political powerhouses, Boleyn repudiated the status-quo. By 
becoming queen, Cary concludes the poet ‘became her political and emotional 
subject’. 
 
   Greenblatt’s New Historicist argument is cogent. He also  takes into account contrary 
threads of male vulnerability and female weakness in Henry’s court, but looks 
additionally at the ‘brutal quest for domination which characterized courtly politics, 
the  self-fashioning inseparable from public and political life of Wyatt’s standing [which 
was] integral to intimate experience’.25 Greenblatt considers competing models of self-
presentation, public and private, and their inherent voices, ‘a manipulation of 
appearances to achieve a desired end, … a rendering in language, an exposure, of that  
                                                     
23 Barbara L. Estrin, Rethinking the Henrician Era: 219 Essays on Early Tudor Texts and Contexts ed. Peter 
Herman (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1994) pp.219-221 
24 Cecile Williamson Cary, Assays: Critical Approaches to Medieval and Renaissance Texts, IV ed. Peggy 
Knapp, (Pennsylvania: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1987) pp.85-96 
25 Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-fashioning from More to Shakespeare (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press) 1980 p.156 
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which is hidden’. He argues that the ‘claim for injured merit’ and manly contempt for 
‘female bestiality’, are at odds with the speaker’s ‘recognition of his implication in his 
own betrayal’. A dichotomy of, on the one hand, a diplomatic self-presentation 
‘struggling to appropriate inwardness’ and on the other hand, an ‘inwardness wanting 
to achieve independence from self-presentation’. 
 
   Whilst the reasoning behind the feminist stance on retaliation is acceptable, the 
historicist opinions render a more complex reading of the poem. These views, together  
with Wyatt’s use of conceits, lead to a conclusion that the poet self-presents as 
bewitched, bothered and bewildered rather than retaliatory or vindictive. Wyatt’s 
‘mastery of sexual experience’, implicit from the first word in the plural ‘They’, i.e. the 
metaphorically tame birds  stalking the poet, is undercut by predatory ‘wyld’ imagery  
of sexually incontinent women  ‘seking continuell change’. The poet is both bothered 
and bewildered by this role reversal, expressed in a bird feeder, or master, metaphor 
‘they put theimself in daunger / To take bred at my hand’. The tone shifts to one of 
enchanted introspection in the second stanza, focusing on a singular occasion ‘ons in 
speciall’ and one woman ‘thyn’. Although ‘her lose gowne from her shoulders did fall’, 
echoes the ‘naked foot’ imagery of the vulnerable birds, this woman is in control ‘she 
caught [him] in her armes’. In the final stanza, the poet equates this woman with the 
metaphorical raptors in the first stanza, ‘she also to use new fangilness’, at a loss to 
understand this role reversal. 
 
   ‘New fangilness’, in the form of social media, solved the problem of how this present-
day woman poet might present herself in commenting on Wyatt’s translation of 
Petrarch’s Rime 190. 
   Noli mi Tangere, For Caesar’s I am 
   One guy on Guardian Twitter tweeted ‘Drop 
   the half-Italianate and English line.’ 
   He’s right about the syntax, missed the point 
   of Caesar ploughing Cleo till she’d crop. 
   Boleyn, more chased than chaste, got chopped. This sign 
   of double standards doesn’t disappoint. 
 
   A carcanet, or ‘carcan’ – meaning yoke 
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   or halter, collar – slaves’ neckwear. Topaz 
   or diamante-studded; all that jazz 
   is just pizzazz, it’s still the same old choke, 
   it’s still the same old choker, more bespoke, 
   the self-same bling still blings belong. Boaz? 
   Against the grain or what? The Vulgate has  
   it: master-stroke, enslaving with a cloak. 
 
    The writer presents herself as a form-conscious, interrogative poet with a little 
knowledge of the Old Testament. This adaptation of the Italian sonnet form, in which 
the sestet precedes the octave, ponders on the possible varietals of a slave’s yoke. The 
octave obliquely poses the question as to whether or not ‘bling’, in the form of an 
engagement ring in present day society, and its equivalent, being covered with a man’s 
cloak in ancient Levite culture, was a signifier of entry into servitude. The sestet 
addresses gender ideology, a topic addressed by Isabella Whitney in her verse epistles, 
The Copy of a Letter, Written Lately in Meeter by a Younge Gentilwoman to her 
Vnconstant Louer, as is (1567) 
      
    The Copy of a Letter was the first piece of secular poetry written by a woman to be 
published in England. The ballad was the only form known to Whitney, a middle-class 
northern girl. It would have been problematic for a woman to have been published 
even in this popular form in a culture in which, as feminist Wendy Wall has it: ‘the 
identification of silence as the feminine ideal’ lead to the ‘linkage of speech with 
harlotry’. 26 Wall concedes that it would be unfair to say that concerns about 
publication were entirely gender-related, in that class entered into the equation in a 
society in which coterie circulation was deemed an aristocratic activity, and publication 
lower-class.  If that were so, a female poet would be perceived to be a ‘fallen woman’ 
in the dual senses of ‘harlot and non-elite’. 27 It is also a reason for the verses being 




                                                     
26 Wendy Wall ‘Isabella Whitney and The Female Legacy’, E.L.H. Vol. 58, no 1, (Baltimore: John Hopkins 
1991) p.35 
27 Wall,  p. 36 
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    Whitney’s education is relevant. Her Reformist parents provided all their children 
with an education; equipping Whitney not only to travel to London, but to persuade 
Richard Jones to invest in The Copy of a Letter. Jones would have seen the potential 
and, as Paul Marquis points out, ‘may have contributed to the unique structural and 
thematic design of the text.’ 28 Whilst  two verse epistles attacking male infidelity 
appear to be written by one female persona (I.W.), and the two defences appear to be 
written by two separate male personae (W.G. and R.W.), the women’s verses take 
precedence on the title page where R.W.’s  verse does not appear. Thus, although The 
Copy of a Letter might appear to be an even-handed discourse of opposing gender 
ideologies, in mid-Tudor society, the billing, as Marquis’s historicist view 
acknowledges, ‘ultimately privileges the feminine lyric voice of Isabella Whitney.’29  
 
  The challenge facing Whitney’s 2014 equivalent’s task of responding to her verse 
epistles can be approached with a ballad homage, or tribute. 
              Upon ‘Epistle 1’ 
 
   The verses are in ballad form, 
      and Whitney writes a list, 
   not in Tom Wyatt’s sense of ‘wish’, 
      but Classics with a twist. 
 
   A catalogue of ‘heroes’, who   
      have dumped their ladies fair 
   parade, like hazard warning lights 
      for women to beware. 
 
   Aeneas is the first she cites, 
      next Theseus is reviled. 
   The Jason myth is amplified   
      ‘two ladies’ he beguiled. 
      
   The feminine persona then 
      attacks what must be curst: 
   the way that Ovid’s poems place 
      a woman’s virtue first. 
 
                                                     
28 Paul A. Marquis ‘Oppositional Ideologies of Gender in Isabella Whitney’s Copy of a Letter, Modern 
Language Review, Vol. 90 no. 2, (Nova Scotia: 1995) p.315 
29 Marquis, p.318 
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   She seems to wish her rival all 
      the grace of ‘Helen’s face’, 
   the virtue of Penelope – 
      the way she stayed so chaste. 
 
   The ‘Trueth of Thisbe’ seems to be 
      an attribute that’s sound. 
   Lucrece’s constancy is wished 
      (in Chaucer she was found). 
 
   But Helen launched a thousand ships, 
      Penelope was chased, 
   her ‘Treuth’ made Thisbe top herself, 
      Lucrece was raped with haste.  
 
   The swain is bid a fond farewell 
      with equal irony: 
   the wealth of Croesus wished on him 
      (from Plutarch’s Historie). 
 
   He was indeed a wealthy king, 
       but didn’t read right well – 
   misread the Oracle, it’s said – 
      and languished in a cell. 
 
   If her ‘unconstant lover’ might 
      have further interest, 
   learn more about her learned mind, 
      he must ‘peruse the rest’. 
 
   It is possible that in appropriating the Classical metaphor throughout ‘Epistle 1’ of 
‘The Copy of a Letter, Whitney presents a female persona possessing the wit, meaning 
knowledge, of a man. The poet-speaker’s disregarding the directive not to ‘speake 
abroad’ is evident.30 She publicly denounces the duplicitous male for being married 
and for denying it. 
   As close as you your wedding kept 
        yet now the treuth I here: 
   which you (yer now) might me have told 
       what nede you nay to swere?31 
 
 
                                                     
30 John Vive, The Instructions of a Christian Woman, c.1529   
31 Isabella Whitney, The Penguin Book of Renaissance Verse 1509-1659 ed. H.R. Woudhuysen (London: 
Penguin 1992) p. 187 
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   If, as Wall contends, ‘sixteenth-century coterie sonneteers established poetic 
authority by linguistically dismembering the female body through the blazon’, Whitney 
subverted the tradition by linguistically assembling the male into an amalgam of so- 
called heroes.32  Not only did Whitney subvert the blazon’s function, she was the first 
English woman to employ the term in its other meaning, ‘to publish’ her catalogue of 
comparisons. 
   As by ENEAS first of all   
      who dyd poor DIDO leave, 
   causing his queen by his untrueth 
       with Sword her hart to cleave. 
 
   Also I finde that THESEUS did 
       his faithfull love forsake: 
   stealyng away within the night 
       before she dyd awake. 
      
   JASON that came of noble race 
       two ladies dyd beguile: 
   I muse how he durst shew his face, 
      to them that knew his wile.33 
      
  The ballad’s sing-song rhythms might have disguised Whitney’s sarcasm were it not 
for the scornful nature her summary. 
   They, for their unfaithfulness, 
      did get perpetuall Fame: 
   Fame? wherefore dyd I terme it so? 
      I should have cald it shame.34 
 
   Jones promised something ‘new and trew’. 35 The novelty was not only that The Copy 
of a Letter was the first published piece of secular poetry from an English woman, but  
a middle-class English woman with a knowledge of formula poems, who subverted 
Classical conceits to suit her own agenda. Whitney’s agenda was possibly two-fold:  to 
give women the kind of Classical education usually reserved for men and, in satirically 
revaluing the Classics within a sing-song metre, to provide a male readership with a 
                                                     
32 Wall (ibid) 
33 Whitney p.188 
34 Whitney,p.189 
35 From Richard Panofsky’s facsimile of The Copy of a Letter (1567) 
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palatable alternative slant on heroism. The verses were, however, too contentious for 
a second edition. 
      
   As Walter Cohen states, it is ‘risky to either avoid or undertake’ a biographical 
reading of the 1609 Quarto Shakes-Speare’s Sonnets: Neuer before Imprinted. 36  Yet, a  
biographical reading is, as Peter Jones rationalizes, ‘bound to be on our minds’ when 
considering the sequential arrangements of the quarto, the order of which is ‘generally  
accepted’.37 The sonnets were not numbered in the quarto as, for example, in 
Petrarch’s Canzoniere, but it is possible to divide the texts into two groups. As Richard 
Danson Brown states, by contrast with their popular reception now, ‘the implied 
homoeroticism of Sonnets 1-126, in which a male addresses the male he loves, and the 
explicit heterosexual content of sonnets 127-152, addressed to a sexually incontinent 
mistress caused moral outrage in the seventeenth century’.38 The first group is sub-
divisible; the speaker in the first 17 sonnets urges the youth addressed to propagate 
his own image, as in Sonnet 3 
 
   Look in thy glass, and tell the face thou viewest 
   Now is the time that face should form another, 
 
using which narcissism as the argument:  
 
   So through the windows of thine age shall see, 
   Despite of wrinkles, this thy golden time.39 
 
    The use of comparisons as representations of sexual orientation is complex within 
Shakespeare’s sonnets. The master/mistress metaphor in Sonnet 20 can be seen to 
either confirm or deny homosexuality. It is the only sonnet to use exclusively feminine 
 
 
                                                     
36 Walter Cohen, ‘The Sonnets and A Lover’s Complaint’ in The Norton Shakespeare, ed. Stephen 
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39 Shakespeare’s sonnets cited are found in The Norton Shakespeare 
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end rhymes. As formalist Helen Vendler contends, ‘the speaker’s sterile play of the 
master/mistress against the putative falsity of women can be explained by his anger at 
women for not being the young man, at the young man for not being a (sexually 
available) woman’. She considers the ’bitter wit’ of the encoded acquainted [cunt] is 
re-emphasized in ‘no-thing’. 40 However, the ‘bitter wit’ of ‘no-thing’, is possibly more 
detectable to the present-day ear than ‘acquainted’.  
 
   There are other opinions. Martin Friedman’s historicist article makes an important 
point about the central metaphor. He thinks the contextual origin of ‘Master/Mistress’ 
has been ignored, it was an ‘interchangeable term’ for the jack in a game of bowls, i.e. 
the centre of attention.41 Sir Sidney Lee’s (1916) ‘heterocentric-formalist’ view of the 
metaphor differs. Brown sees Lee’s agenda as an attempt to ‘persuade readers that 
Shakespeare was not a homosexual’. Lee argued that ‘when allowance has been made 
for the current conventions of English sonneteering, [the] autobiographical element is 
seen to shrink to slender proportions’. His reasoning was that ‘adapted or imitated 
ideas or conceits are scattered all over Shakespeare’s collection.’42 Thus, from Lee’s 
perspective, Shakespeare was working within inherited poetic traditions. Conversely, 
Bruce Smith’s (1994) ‘homocentric-historicist’ perspective refutes Lee’s thinking. Smith 
describes his book, Homosexual Desire in Shakespeare’s England, as an ‘attempt to 
consolidate gay identity [for men to] realize they have not only a present community 
but a past history’. He assesses the first twenty sonnets as a progression in which 
‘homo-social desire changes by degrees to homosexual desire.’ 43 
 
  Whilst Lee’s opinion is applicable to Sonnet 106, in which Shakespeare exploits the 
blazon to draw attention to its ‘adapted or imitated’ use, the addressee’s gender 
remains unclear. 
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   Then in a blazon of sweet beauty’s best 
   Of hand, of foot, of lip, of eye, of brow, 
   I see their antique pen would have expressed 
   Even such a beauty as you master now. 
   So all their praises are but prophesies 
   Of this our time … 
 
   Wilson Knight puts a synaesthetic spin on the blazon: ‘whatever eternity Shakespeare 
succeeds in establishing is far more than a concept; or web of concepts; it follows from  
close physical perception and holds all the colour and perfume of spring.’ 44  However, 
‘the colour and perfume of spring’ is subverted in Sonnet 130 
      
   My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun. 
   Coral is far more red than her lips’ red. 
   If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun; 
   If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head. 
   I have seen roses damasked, red and white, 
   But no such roses see I in her cheeks, 
   And in some perfumes there is more delight 
   Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks,   
   I love to hear her speak, yet well I know 
   That music hath a far more pleasing sound. 
   I grant I never saw a goddess go: 
   My mistress when she walks treads on the ground. 
        And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare 
        As any she belied with false compare. 
      
      
   The seemingly negative comparisons would suggest that physical perfection in a 
woman is unnecessary for the provocation of either adoration, or desire, and thus they 
interrogate the notion of ‘ideal’ womanhood. Responding to this sonnet is possible for  
a present-day woman poet, by adopting a male persona, au fait with current corrective 
surgery. The irony lies in Shakespeare’s earnest couplet. 
 
   My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun, 
   has lips like fishes’ – had the collagen 
   injections. Harley street her boobs were done. 
   Her hair, those golden lights? They’re halogen. 
   I’ve seen a rose or 2 – been down to Kew – 
   In her cheeks Poly Lactic Acids sit. 
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                 23 
   I sniff her teeth are laser whitened too, 
   (that xenon fibre whiff, it niffs a bit). 
   She’s had her voice enhanced – the VE4 - 
   ‘the Magic Curve’  - does echo and reverb. 
   I never see my mistress’ legs before 
   she’s had direct electric stubble curb. 
        And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare 
        As any she belied with false compare. 
 
 
    A second approach employs the sun metaphor throughout to interrogate several 
topics. The first area is ‘what is good art’ whether poetic or painterly. Helen Chadwick’s 
Piss Flowers lack perfumed origins, yet, are visually pleasing art works.  Other topics 
are relationships between politics and press, how women are presented in the 
tabloids, and perceptions of ‘ideal’ womanhood. The conclusion is that beauty 
(physical or artistic) lies in the beholder’s eye. 
 
   My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun 
 
   Does that mean round and hot? Suppose they are 
   like piss-holes in the snow. Now I’ve begun 
   to think about it, jaundiced yellow’s far 
   more apt  (those gins and ton before the sun 
goes down). Or does that mean they’re nothing like 
   The Sun ? But then again, it’s sometimes said 
   that’s read by some (except page 3), unlike 
   The Daily Telegraph, of course, not red 
   but Tory blue. The sun sets in the West. 
   Does that mean neither eye sets in the East? 
   My mistress squints? (Suspect you second-guessed). 
   A roving eye? A gliding eye, at least? 
   I sort-of stand by Shakespeare’s op’ning line 
   [My]opic vision makes my mistress shine. 
 
 
   The first sonnet employs the Elizabethan, and the second, the metaphysical conceit. 
Rosamond Tuve describes the difference in effect as the difference between ‘extended 
pursuit of a simple logical parallel’ and ‘extended pursuit of a likeness by basing it on 
several logical parallels.’ 45  In light of this, consider Shakespeare’s Sonnet 87. 
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   Farewell - thou art too dear for my possessing, 
   And like enough thou know’st thy estimate. 
   And charter of thy worth gives thee releasing, 
   My bonds in thee are all determinate. 
   And how do I hold thee but by thy granting, 
   And for that riches where is my deserving? 
   The cause of this fair gift in me is wanting, 
   And so my patent back again is swerving. 
   Thyself thou gav’st thy own worth then not knowing, 
   On me to whom thou gav’st it else mistaking; 
   So thy great gift, upon misprision growing, 
   Comes home again, on better judgement making. 
       Thus have I had thee as a dream doth flatter: 
       In sleep thy king, but waking so much matter. 
 
   Here, gender presentations conflict with gender roles. The poet-speaker assumes a 
clinging feminine role in lines with feminine end rhymes extending by a syllable, 
making an on-going complaint. This contrasts with solid masculine end rhymes, e.g. 
‘estimate, determinate’. The poem appears to be valedictory. ‘Farewell’, followed by 
caesura, seems unequivocal. Yet, the extended commercial-legal conceit could be 
described as a balance sheet pitting the value of the male speaker against that of the 
male assuming a feminine persona. ‘Thou art too dear possessing’ (in the sense of 
expensive), seems like resigned relinquishment, the speaker contrasting his own 
unworthiness with what he deems to be the beloved’s. ‘Possessing’ (nine-tenths of the 
law) vacillates, ‘back again is swerving’. Legal terms ‘charter … bond … patent and 
judgement’ are used as excuses. ‘Mistaking’ and ‘misprision’ are miscalculations; the 
beloved’s ‘own worth then not knowing’ and the speaker’s ‘mistaking’ himself to have 
been equally valued. Imagery contained within the douzain portrays the loss of 
idealized love. It is only when the poet abandons legal-commercial imagery for sexual 
punning in the final couplet, that the worth of ‘thy great gift’ becomes apparent. ‘Thus 
have I had thee’ is difficult to misinterpret, compounded by the aural similarity in ‘a 
king’ and ‘aching’. 
 
   To what extent Shakespeare’s use of legal-cum-commercial conceits in Sonnet 87 is 
indicative of maleness, or of sexual orientation is debatable. It could be feasible that  
Shakespeare was saying ‘You know this is a male speaker because commerce and law 
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are masculine terms of reference’. The conceit could indicate either lost homosexual 
love, or, alternatively, it may simply be linked to traditions of the Shakespearean 
theatre in which male actors played females. Another contextual point to consider is 
the death of Queen Elizabeth (1603), and King James’s succession. Although the 
sonnets were previously thought to have been dated no later than the mid-1590’s, 
Greenblatt reminds us that recent scholarship suggests ‘perhaps all were revised or 
initially composed no earlier than the late 1590’s, and that Shakespeare continued 
working on the publication until its publication in 1609’. 46 If this is so, the sonnets, like 
the dated plays, might reflect a change of allegiance to a new monarch. Sonnet 130 
could be read contemporaneously with Cymbeline’s ‘tirade misogynous’ (1609), and 
the earlier sonnets revised to appeal to the comparatively effete court of James. 
 
   John Donne’s (1572-1631) use of metaphysical conceits also presented sexually 
indeterminate personae; either dominant alpha male, intent on copulation, or passive 
female,  personae. Consider 
       A Valediction: of Weeping 
    Let me pour forth 
   My tears before thy face, whilst I stay here, 
   For they face coins them, and thy stamp they bear, 
   And by this mintage they are something worth, 
    For thus they be 
    Pregnant of thee; 
   Fruits of much grief they are, emblems of more, 
   When a tear falls, that thou falls which it bore; 
   So thou and I are nothing then, when on a diverse shore. 
 
    On a round ball 
   A workman that hath copies by, can lay 
   An Europe, Afric or an Asia, 
   And quickly make that, which was nothing, all, 
    So doth each tear, 
    Which thee doth wear, 
   A globe, yea world by that impression grow, 
   Till thy tears mixed with mine doth overflow 
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               O more than moon, 
   Draw not up seas to drown me in thy sphere, 
   Weep me not dead, in thine arms, but forbear 
   To teach the sea, what it may do too soon; 
    Let not the wind 
    Example find 
   To do me more harm, than it purposeth; 
Since thou and I sigh one another’s breath, 
   Whoe’er sighs most, is cruellest, and hastes the other’s death. 47 
 
   This poem shares similarities with Shakespeare’s Sonnet 87. The title appears to be a 
farewell, and in the first stanza, the image of tears, which have in turn become mirrors 
reflecting the beloved’s face, have transmuted into coinage bearing her likeness. The 
similarity ends here, in that the extended teardrop conceit is an elaborate persuasion 
to copulation.  Brita Strand Ragnes argues reasonably that ‘what seems to trigger the 
development of a tear is its shape, its roundness.’ 48 Tears take on global proportions in 
the second stanza. Ragnes has it that ‘the globe is empty until the workman lays his 
copies, suddenly the whole world, ‘that which was nothing’ is made ‘all’. The line is 
highly significant; drawing attention to the conceit, it is meta-metaphysical. The tear is 
translated into coinage, philately, the globe, and the moon, which has the power to 
turn the tides. Additionally, given contemporary connotations of ‘nothing’, confirmed 
in the ultimate word ‘death’, synonym for orgasm, it can be argued the poet has the 
power to turn the tide (of resistance). The following attempt to resist Donne’s 
seduction prefaces his title with the self-addressed imperative ‘Don’t’ 
   Don’t let me pour forth my tears before thy face 
   Pale imitations of your sapphire eyes 
   and yet, each opal’s seam contains a trace 
   of gold. Opaque betrayers tell no lies. 
    
   Don’t let the pearl-drop’s gleam give me away, 
   reveal your value – richer still than all 
   Othello’s tribe – your worth you would assay 
   in cataracts of truth. Don’t let them fall. 
 
   Don’t let the moonstones slide their silver glow 
   around my neck. A carcanet with power  
 
                                                     
47 John Donne John Donne: The Complete English Poems ed. A.J. Smith (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1996) 
p. 89 
48 Brita Strand Ragnes, ‘John Donne : A Valediction: of Weeping’ www.hum.no/nordlit/6ragnes,html 
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   to turn the tides, engulf this wooden O 
   in tempests whipped-up from an April shower. 
     
   Unsex myself. Become Canute. Command 
   this sea  of tears recede with just   one   hand. 
   In the three years during which I have been writing poetry, producing love poems has 
proven problematic, in the need to distance myself. This may be because, as Gilbert 
and Gubar state, Petrarch’s Laura ‘can never be herself because she “is” poetry’.49 A 
likelier explanation is reticence, and writing metaphorically sets reticence aside. I 
opted to resist Donne’s persuasion in sonnet form, rather than his nine-line stanzas, 
reasoning that the douzain mimics an extended prayer. Repeated ‘don’t let’ is both 
incantation and invocation. The teardrop metaphor develops into opals, pearls and 
moonstones in this softly spoken douzain, ‘face, pale, trace, contains, away, assay’. The 
mini turn occurs with the harsh assonance, and plosive consonants of, the word 
‘carcanet’. ‘Necklace’ would have been too weak a sound to signal the change of tone 
from pleading, to Lady Macbeth-like resolve. Conceits drawn from discordia concors, 
unsurprising in the twenty-first century, would have been as rare a phenomenon in 
Donne’s day, as Whitney’s knowledge of the Classics in 1567. 
 
Consider Donne’s ‘Holy Sonnet XlV’ 
   Batter my heart, three person’d God; for, you 
   As yet but knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend; 
   That I may rise, and stand, o’erthrow me, and bend 
   Your force, to break, blow, burn, and make me new. 
   I, like a usurp’d town, to another due, 
   Labour to admit you, but oh, to no end, 
   Reason your viceroy in me, me should defend, 
   But is captived, and proves weak or untrue, 
   Yet dearly I love you, and would be loved fain, 
   But am betrothed unto your enemy, 
   Divorce me, untie, or break that knot again; 
   Take me to you, imprison me, for I 
    Except you enthrall me, never shall be free, 
   Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me.50 
 
 
                                                     
49 Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the 
Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination, (New Haven: Yale University Press) 1979, p.68 
50 John Donne, in Smith, pp. 314-315 
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   ‘Holy’ and ‘Sonnet’ appear to be paradoxical tensions echoing the religious and erotic 
elements in the poet’s life. Dating evidence is scant, but reveals that Donne’s religious 
and secular output overlapped, and was circulated amongst courtiers in manuscript 
form, prior to his ordination as Dean of St. Paul’s (1621).        
 
    Donne exploited the extended conceit for purposes of persuading a woman to 
copulate in poems other than ‘A Valediction: Of Weeping’. These include comparing 
mingled blood with sexual intercourse in ‘The Flea’, and exploring the Americas with 
sexploring the female anatomy in ‘To his Mistress Going to Bed’. However, the 
orientation of the three metaphors encoded in Holy Sonnet XlV diverge; apparently 
presenting a submissive male persona so obsessed with sex that, paradoxically, the 
only way in which God can retrieve him is to take him by force. The poem opens with 
imperatives hammered home by plosives ‘batter…break…burn…blow’, audible 
representations of violence. In the first quatrain, the poet compares himself with a 
broken chalice. The sadomasochism involved in this breakage in order to ‘rise and 
stand’ carries unmistakable connotations. The chalice is so badly damaged that God’s 
merely tinkering, to ‘breathe and shine’ are insufficient for purpose, destruction is the 
pre-requisite for restoration. 
 
   The second comparison, ‘like a usurp’d town’ captured by the enemy, can be read in 
two ways. Either the speaker owes his loyalty to God, and is trying to allow Him to 
retrieve his soul, in that (God given) ‘reason’ cannot fight the enemy because it has 
been taken prisoner. Conversely, the ‘usurp’d town’ is synonymous with patriarchal 
hegemony, in which the speaker assumes a female persona. Either way, the town and 
the female persona appear to be interchangeable.  
           
   Betrothal and usurp’d town analogies merge in the third quatrain, with betrothal to 
the enemy, Satan, linking sacred and secular. ‘Divorce, untie, break [that knot]’ are all 
plosive, and the salient word ‘again’ indicates previous sinning. Until the speaker is 
ravished by God, he cannot abstain from sex. ‘Ravish’ is a silky, sibilant verb, indicating 
a submissive female persona. 
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   The above reading of Holy Sonnet XlV explored rape versus chaste, destruction 
versus salvation paradoxes. Cleanth Brooks is of the opinion that ‘Our prejudices force 
us to regard paradox as intellectual rather than emotional, clever rather than 
profound, rational rather than divinely irrational. Yet there is a sense in which paradox 
is the language appropriate and inevitable to poetry.’ 51 
 
   The intricacies of Lady Mary Wroth’s self-fashioning as she juggles paradoxical 
elements of lust and chastity into her sonnet sequence Pamphilia to Amphilanthus 
(1621) are synonymous with her central metaphor, the labyrinth. Labyrinthine 
promulgation lies at the heart of the sequence, the ‘Crowne’, but is alluded to from the 
outset. It could be suggested that Wroth, the first English woman to write a sonnet 
sequence, personifies the paradox: a wife/adulteress with insider/outsider aristocratic 
status who transgressed social and literary gender boundaries. The eighty sonnets and 
nineteen songs in the sequence parallel Wroth’s personal paradoxes. Although for 
Wroth’s aunt, Mary Herbert, there would, as R.E. Richard states, ‘have been some 
inhibition contextually about the very act of writing as a woman’, Wroth remained 
uninhibited.52  She wrote love poems and romantic fiction, moreover, poetry in which  
 female lust is  encoded metaphorically.  
 
   The sequence was published originally as part of her romance Countess of the 
Montgomeries Urania. Following the furore surrounding publication, Urania was 
withdrawn in December, 1621, and Pamphilia to Amphilanthus was later published 
separately. Pamphilia translates as ‘all loving’, and Amphilanthus ‘lover of two’, and 
Wroth exploited the conceit to contend that neither constancy nor lust are gender-
specific. 
 
   Wroth’s self-fashioning within this sequence has been described alternately as 
‘overdetermined’ and ‘isolated, enclosed, difficult and complex’. Carolyn Campbell has 
the former opinion, thinking Wroth displays ‘interwoven identities of a subtle sense of 
                                                     
51 Cleanth Brooks, The Well Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry ( New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and World, Inc) 1947, p.1 
52 R.E. Pritchard, Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke (1561-1621) and Sir Philip Sidney: The Sidney 
Psalms (Manchester: Fyfield Books, Carcanet Press, 1992) 
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overdetermination.’53 ‘Subtle’ and ‘overdetermined’ seem inconsistent, yet Campbell 
makes the salient point that in utilizing constancy versus infidelity, and autonomy 
versus passivity paradoxes, Wroth displays a ‘reliance on and an interdependence 
from’ works by male sonneteers before her time. This is apparent in Wroth’s usage of, 
and variations on, Italian and English sonnet forms, and in eschewing the Petrarchan 
despairing male pursuing the idealized female model. Wroth’s female poet suffers 
Cupid’s pangs yet remains, as Campbell says, ‘passively accepting’. She is neither 
dominant nor submissive, as Sonnet 1 illustrates: 
 
   When night’s black mantle could most darkness prove, 
   And sleepe death’s Image did my sences hiere 
   From knowledge of my selfe, then thoughts did move 
   Swifter than those most swiftness needs require: 
   In sleepe, a Chariot drawne by wing’d desire I sawe; 
   Where sate bright Venus Queene of love, 
   And att her feete her sonne, still adding fire 
  To burning hartes she did hold above, 
  But one hart flaming more than all the rest 
  The goddess held, and putt it to my brest, 
  Deare sonne, now shut sayd she: thus may we win: 
  Hee her obey’d and martir’d my poor hart, 
  I, waking hop’d a dreeme itt would depart 
  Yet since: O mee: a lover I have bin. 54 
     
 
    The title would lead one to assume the lover is the addressee. Yet, Amphilanthus is 
never addressed by name, nor, in a departure from Petrarchanism, described in the 
blazon. Thus, it could be that Wroth’s fictive poet addresses her reader. In the dream 
scene above, the poem moves from a general description of the court of Venus in the 
octave, to the particular ‘one hart’, in the sestet where Pamphilia’s heart is the focus. 
 
   The epigram sees Pamphilia acknowledge her limitations and accept her captivation, 
yet, limited options and captivation are not necessarily insurmountable. In Sonnet 3, 
Pamphilia attempts to educate her inconstant lover, ‘Will you your servant leave: think 
                                                     
53 Carolyn Campbell, ‘Lady Mary Wroth: An Overdetermined Self Manifested in Writing’ (Washington: 
Washington and Lee University, 2002) 
54  Mary Wroth, Pamphilia to Amphilanthus, Folger Shakespeare Library copy 1621 manuscript. 
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butt on this, / Who wears Loue’s Crowne, must not do so amiss’. This mild admonition 
precedes a feisty remonstration to Cupid in Sonnet 7, ‘ t’was thy will made me choose’.  
Pamphilia refuses to be blinded to self-knowledge ‘Your charmes I obey, but love not 
want of eyes’. In her initial address to Amphilanthus in Sonnet 21, ‘When last I saw 
thee, I did not thee see’, Pamphilia’s vision seems distorted, but she is not so blinded 
that she cannot see his shortcomings. Her agenda is to gain his fidelity: ‘And still true 
Louer like thy face doth keepe’ (l.14) 
 
    Wroth’s Sonnet 21 amalgamates Petrarchan and Shakespearean sonnet forms. The 
present poet’s response quibbles with Fuller, and Geoffrey Hill’s more recent, 
assertion that the Petrarchan sonnet form is superior to the Shakespearean, because 
negotiating the resolution in the couplet is akin to ‘two Jack Russells mating’.55 My 
speaker, like Wroth’s, is not so blind that she cannot see. 
  When last I saw thee, I did not thee see 
 
When last I saw you, wasn’t you I saw 
at all. Is that a paradox or what? 
It means I thought you wore the clothes you wore? 
It means I go around with eyes wide shut? 
I need my glasses changing? Wasn’t you 
I saw then, after all? You have a dopp- 
elganger? Alter-ego? Can’t be two 
like you, so constant, true, I’d never swap. 
Or else: I’m not so blind that I can’t see – 
another paradox? - you coming on 
to  my best friend? You swore there’s only me. 
You couldn’t even wait until I’d gone, 
Jack Russells copulating on the floor! 
So Fuck Off, Rover, through your kennel door. 
   
Sonnet 1, from           ‘A Crowne of Sonnets dedicated to Loue’ 
   In this strange labourinth how shall I turne? 
   Wayes are on all sids while all the way I miss: 
   If to the right hand, there, in loue I burne, 
   Lett mee goe forward, therein danger is. 
   If to the left, suspition hinders bliss, 
   Llet mee turne back, shame cryes I ought returne: 
   Nor fainte through crosses with my fortunes kiss, 
 
                                                     
55  Geoffrey Hill, Emmanuel College, May, 2012 
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   Stand still is harder, although sure to mourne  
   Thus let mee take the right, or left hand way 
    Goe forward, or stand still, or back retire: 
    I must these doubts indure without allay 
    Or helpe, but trauell find for my best hire. 
    Yett that which most my troubled sense doth moue 
    is to leaue all, and take the threed of loue. 
 
   Campbell and Marilyn Moore concur on Wroth’s ‘reliance on, and interdependence 
from’, Petrarchan conventions. Additionally, Moore focuses on the labyrinth as an 
‘image of self-fashioning especially suited to a Protestant woman writing Petrarchan 
poetry during this period’, in that ‘night and sleep [symbolize] self-knowledge’.56 
Moreover, the Middle-English spelling of labyrinth is ‘laborinth’, thus it is conceivable 
that Wroth’s use of labyrinthine imagery reflects a creative self, delivering an agenda 
to promote fidelity for both sexes within the confines of the sonnet form, thus 
vindicating  Moore’s opinion of Wroth’s ‘enclosed’ self-presentation.   
   The Crowne’s Sonnet 5 begins with a paradox redolent of the male Petrarchan lover 
‘And burne, yet burning love the smart’. Yet, in admitting addiction, the speaker-poet 
aims for transcendence through self-knowledge ; ‘divine love’ which fosters ‘chaste 
art’. Moore’s view that ‘Wroth never asserts her idealized love frees her from the 
labyrinth’, is illustrated in Sonnet 14, where Wroth revisits her original dilemma. 
   So though in Love I frequently doe burne, 
   In this strange labourinth how shall I turne? 
The sequence’s Sonnet 78 sees Pamphilia burning still: 
   No time, no roome, no thought, or reason can 
   Give rest or quiet to my loving hart.  
   The final sonnet brings contentment; with Wroth accomplishing her mission to show 
that whilst neither sex is free from lust, promiscuity is the province of youth, and 
constancy, of maturity:  
   My muse now happy lay thy selfe to rest,   1 
   Sleepe in the quiet of a faithfull loue.  
   Leaue to discourse of Venus and her sonne   9
   To young beginners.  
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   Thus, it has emerged that writing formula poems is a means of speaking publicly and 
privately simultaneously. Whilst there was a wealth of iconic material from renowned 
male poets from this era, and selection was random, the paucity of surviving material 
from lesser-known female poets made choosing women poets more problematic.  
However, all poems chosen from writers of both sexes proved to have been 
concerned, in one way or another, with paradoxical elements of the pain and pleasure 
of love, constancy and infidelity. 
 
    Theoretical and critical analysis has revealed complex self-fashioning, with male 
poets adopting female characteristics and personae, and vice versa. Sincerity of 
expression has proven to be problematic in the selected poems. If Shakespeare’s was 
encoding homosexuality in his ‘master/mistress’ conceit, he was being subversive, if 
used strategically to please his new ‘master’, King James, then not so. Formulaic 
exercises are self-reflexive, the poets’ skill, like the ‘master/mistress’ ball, being the 
centre of attention, and the metaphor is extendable. Whilst Wyatt had the freedom to 
play within literary conventions, he presented a vulnerable ‘self’, no longer ‘master’ of 
his ‘mistress’ when she became his Queen. If Shakespeare’s presentations of sexual 
orientation has been indeterminate, and Wyatt’s presentations of gender ideology 
‘bothered and bewildered’, Donne’s self-presentation has been equally contradictory. 
His extended teardrop metaphor in ‘A Valediction: Of Weeping’ indicated a prowling 
alpha male persona. Conversely, ‘Holy Sonnet XlV’, suggests a submissive female 
persona using conceits from masculine arenas. Nonetheless, God, being the ultimate 
chain of being, is arguably the ‘master’ of Donne’s would-be ‘mistress’. Conversely, 
Whitney presented herself as a woman poet possessing the wit of a male in employing 
the Classical conceit to interrogate notions of the master’s honour towards his 
‘mistress’. Wroth, additionally, demonstrated that ‘mastering’ lust was a problematic, 
but not, necessarily, irreconcilable issue for either sex. 
  
   ‘Mastering’ my problem with producing love poetry was facilitated by putting myself 
through the same mill as my chosen poets. Writing formulaic exercises enabled me to 
write intimately, yet impersonally. Further chapters consider whether these problems 
and solutions (or otherwise) will resurface, and what will be the implications for my 
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 creative output; whether my creative development will evolve from comparative 
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                             Chapter 2            
            Meet Her in the Middle:  Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea (1661-1720)  
     ON MYSELFE 
   Good Heav’n, I thank thee, since it was design’d 
   I should be fram’d, but of the weaker kinde, 
   That yet, my Soul, is rescu’d from the loue 
   Of all those Trifles, which their Passions move. 
   Pleasures, and Praise, and Plenty haue with me 
   But their just value. If allow’d they be, 
   Freely, and thankfully as much I tast 
   As will not reason, nor Religion wast. 
   If they’re deny’d, I on my selfe can Liue, 
   And slight those aids, unequal chance does give. 
   When in the Sun, my wings can be display’d, 
   And in retirement, I can bless the shade. 
   Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea 57 
       On Herself 
   Her first two lines appear to be a calm 
   acceptance of her gender – ‘weaker’ sex. 
   The second couplet doesn’t really qualm 
   to make distinctions; ‘my’ and ‘theirs’ – the hex 
   of pusillanimis that isn’t her’s. 
   She isn’t strident, doesn’t need to be: 
   she values ‘pleasures’ outwardly, but there’s 
   the undermining ‘just’, implicitly 
   suggesting reason isn’t compromised, 
   religion, too. She then goes on to slight 
   ‘unequal chance’: exploits her ostracized, 
outsider status, stakes her claim to write 
with seeming equanimity, display- 
ing parity/disparity her way. 
 
 
This chapter examines Winchilsea’s use of form and content in two statement poems, 
‘On Myselfe’, and ‘The Introduction’, in the epistolary poem, ‘The Answer’, and in two 
‘nature’ poems, ‘A Nocturnal Reverie’, and ‘The Petition for an Absolute Retreat’. By 
the eighteenth century, the whole concept of poetry had altered.  Poets moved closer 
to using metaphor for illustrative, rather than exploratory purposes, and so problems 
                                                     
57 ‘On Myselfe’, The Poems of Anne, Countess of Winchilsea: From the original edition of 1713 and from 
unpublished manuscripts, ed. Myra Reynolds (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1903) pp. 14-15 
                 36 
and opportunities for women poets writing in this era altered. They had to abandon 
what they were doing in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and accept the 
Classical way of understanding, i.e. that nature needed no embellishment. If imitating 
the Classicists seems at odds with nature and the natural life of women, it might also 
be assumed that male poets could adapt to hierarchical structures more easily.58 The 
consideration now, is whether, and how, Winchilsea manipulated poetic form to 
accommodate her own preoccupations within the content of the poems selected. 
These preoccupations surrounded perceptions of female identity: the woman’s sphere 
in eighteenth-century society, the value of female friendship and, particularly, the 
woman/woman-poet predicament. What follows contends that for Winchilsea, the 
woman/woman-poet self-presentation was not irreconcilable. Her command of poetic 
form enabled her to either show, or to conceal, herself at will.  
 
   The sonnet, ‘On Herself’, will leave the reader with the immediate impression that 
this present poet has not responded to like with like. Her creative task in this chapter 
will be to attempt to imitate the Classicists in conveying an understanding of 
Winchilsea’s poetry, and that of male poets with whom her work is compared and 
contrasted. The challenges and opportunities afforded to Winchilsea then, will be 
tackled by this poet now, and recent literary and critical voices will join the supporting 
chorus. The poems will illustrate whether a woman writing three centuries on can 
produce poetry within the formal, but nowadays less censorious, constraints of the 
eighteenth century and, inherently, what this says about her self-presentation.  
 
   Germaine Greer assesses Winchilsea’s tone of ‘quiet determination and ultimate 
confidence’ in ‘On Myselfe’ correctly, ascribing this to ‘the couplets clutching the 
dense syntax, so that the spare, unpatterned phrases must push steadily against the 
returning chime’.59 Up to a point, this is so. Lauren Assaf’s research shows that 
Winchilsea’s phrases are not as unpatterned as they might seem, in that they lead to 
the heart of the poem. Assaf says that the poet uses ‘patterns of iambs and substitutes 
 
                                                     
58 Alexander Pope, as discussed below. 
59 Germaine Greer, Slip-Shod Sibyls: Recognition, Rejection and the Woman Poet (London: Penguin) 1995 
pp.247-8. 
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that inversely mirror each other, drawing attention to the centre of the poem in which 
Winchilsea shows the reader her real self.’60 She sees the split iambic lines and their 
substitutes being synonymous with the division between the ‘narrator’s physical body 
 [and its] internal activities’. Her theological stance that Winchilsea took ‘her awkward 
position and made it God made’ is credible. Several biographers testify to Winchilsea’s 
Anglican ethic underpinning her feminist views.61    
 
   Assaf’s article prompted the production of the following poem written in heroic 
couplets, Alexander Pope’s elected form for his seminal essay poem, ‘An Essay on 
Criticism’ (1709), which will be examined later. Imitating this inherited form is a 
challenging departure from previous responses, in mainly sonnet form, for the present 
writer. She might follow Pope’s example of indenting each new paragraph, and 
frequent enjambment should give a sense of running commentary. She presents an 
academically distanced self with which to address her minor quibbles with Assaf. 
Another challenge will be to replicate Winchilsea’s stress patterns; splitting trochaic 
and iambic lines has not, thus far been attempted. The approach is to use Winchilsea’s 
lines (italicized) as a springboard to stress patterning. 
 
    An Essay on Criticism: ‘Meet Me in the Middle’ 
 
   In ‘Inverse Patterns and the Honest Self’ – 
   where Assaf analyses ‘On Myselfe’ – 
   she finds a wealth of evidence that shows 
   that Winchilsea – deliberately – chose 
  to centralize the work’s essential core 
  by mirror images of stress. Therefore: 
  we need to look at patterning of stress 
  to find the topic Winchilsea addressed. 
 
     Iambic lines and substitutes adjust 
  the aural impact. Iambs then, aren’t just    
  a metrical requirement, but to cue 
 
 
                                                     
60 Lauren Marie Assaf, ‘Meet Me in the Middle: Inverse Patterns of Stress and the Honest Self in the 
Poetry of Anne Finch’ available: departments.knox.edu/engdept/commonroom/Lauren-Assaf 
61 These include Barbara McGovern, who says Winchilsea ‘was a devout Anglican whose religious 
sensibilities formed the bedrock of her more feminist views,’ Anne Finch and Her Poetry: A Critical 
Biography  (Georgia: Georgia University Press) 1992 p.6 
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  their subject’s ‘ordered’ state; a speaker who 
  is ‘natural’, in the established way, 
  hierarchically structured, one might say. 
  Trochs and spondees counteract the status- 
  quo – the poet’s aural apparatus. 
 
     Lines 1-4: the poet-speaker gives 
  her heartfelt thanks to God that: though she lives 
  within a female body, stays exempt 
  from fripperies she holds beneath contempt.    
  The lines remain iambic, indicate 
  no inconsistencies within this state. 
  And yet: if ‘Good Heav’n’s read as a spondee, 
  her reverence is not as clear to see. 
 
      Pleasures and praise and plenty have with me 
  But their just value, if allowed they be. 
  ‘Pleasures’, a troch, (1st foot, line 5), highlight 
  a list of qualities most people might     
  construe as natural to woman, so 
  in light of this, remaining stresses go 
  iambic. Then: (1st foot line 6) But their 
  (I quibble here with Assaf’s view, that’s where 
  she says trochee), but either stress will place 
  a diff’rent value judgement. Interlaced 
  with pyrrhic sub, just value. If (3rd foot) 
  existing either side caesura, puts 
  the emphasis on her internal frame 
  of mind. Her estimation’s deemed the same    
  as other women’s only to a point, 
  the woman/woman-poet self disjoint. 
 
     Where Assaf states that pyrrhic substitute 
  deflates the strength of Freely, I refute: 
  Freely and thankfully as much I taste, 
  As will not reason nor religion waste. 
  The poet-speaker celebrates her choice 
  of ‘reason’ in her ‘norm’ iambic voice. 
 
     If they’re denied, I on myself can live 
  And slight those aids, unequal chance does give.   
  A poet, self-sufficient by her pen 
  regardless of those ‘pleasures’, (9-10) 
  When in the sun, my wings can be displayed, 
  And in retirement, I can bless the shade. 
  The final line – for Assaf’s – added to; 
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  an extra foot she reckons, this is due 
  to unstressed half trochee. I think it’s done 
  to replicate the rhythmic stress, line 1. 
   
       Winchilsea, like Wroth, was aristocratic, yet marginalized. She endured, as 
McGovern states, ‘displacement from court and public life, homelessness and financial 
hardship’, and ‘the derision and censure directed toward all women who dared to 
write’.62 The most infamous derision and censure, ‘slip-shod Sibyls’, hailed from Pope 
himself.63 Winchilsea tackles censure head-on in the first twelve lines of her 64 line 
poem 
    THE INTRODUCTION 
   Did I, my lines intend for publick view, 
   How many censures, would their faults persue, 
   Some wou’d, because such words they do affect, 
   Cry they’re insipid, empty, uncorrect. 
   And many, have attained, dull and untaught 
   The name of Witt, only by finding fault.   6 
   True judges might condemn their want of witt, 
   And all might say, they’re by a Woman writt. 
   Alas! a woman that attempts the pen, 
   Such an intruder on the rights of men, 
   Such a Presumptuous Creature is esteem’d, 
   The fault, can by no vertue be redeem’d.    64 
   
    ‘The Introduction’ appears to be an unequivocal vindication of the rights of women 
poets, yet remains well-tempered. The capitalized ‘Witt’, again, the central line, 
compounded by ‘witt / writ’ end rhymes is the key. The term is self-reflexive, drawing 
attention to sagacity, the pre-requisite of metaphysical poetry. Heroic couplets from 
the hierarchical male domain of satire are apt vehicles for carrying a satirical tone. I 
use ‘tone’ in the sense of an attitude towards the speaker.65 The female poetic ‘I’ 
mocks masculine gender-based assumptions in what, by line 9, ‘Alas!’ assumes a 
pseudo male persona. The following response from this twenty-first century ‘slip-shod 
Sibyl’ outlines Winchilsea’s possible rationale for the opening of ‘The Introduction’. 
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   Rationale for Lines 1-12 of ‘The Introduction’ 
   Did she her lines intend for public view? 
   Of course she did! This is a poet who 
   can have her cake and eat it. ‘Tongue-in-cheek’ 
   is how I would describe her tone. So meek, 
   so mild, you’d think that butter wouldn’t melt 
   until she mentions Witt. Perhaps she felt 
   we might have overlooked her chosen form: 
   heroic couplets -  normally the norm 
   domain of male poetic ‘I’ -  adopts 
   it here, for gender-based assumptions, opts 
   as well ( a mistress-stroke) for uncorrect, 
   the patriarchal gibe she might expect. 
 
  Thus, in ‘The Introduction’, Winchilsea’s deployed the term ‘wit’ for exploitation, and 
in ‘On Myselfe’, compared herself with a peacock. However, Pope proposed that ‘true 
wit’ was no longer understood by linguistic surprises. The world of nature was as it 
was, and needed no embellishment. He admonished the critic who assayed a poem’s 
worth solely by its elaborate metaphorical content in  
                  An Essay on Criticism 
      Some to Conceit alone their taste confine, 
   And glitt’ring thoughts struck out at ev’ry line;  290 
   Pleas’d with a work where nothing’s just or fit; 
   One glaring Chaos and wild heap of wit. 
   Poets like painters, thus, unskill’d to trace 
   The naked nature and the living grace, 
   With gold and jewels cover ev’ry part, 
   And hide with ornaments the work of art. 
   True Wit is nature to advantage dress’d 
   That oft was thought but ne’er so well express’d; 
   Something, whose truth convinc’d at sight we find, 
   That gives us back the image of our mind. 66   300  
          
   Pope’s main objection was to ‘over-egging the pudding’, and his distaste for 
metaphorical elaboration from male poets was eclipsed only by his aversion to its use 
by women. Consider this extract from 
    The Rape of the Lock  
   Parent of vapours and of female wit, 
   Who gave th’ hysteric, or poetic fit, 
              
                                                     
66 Alexander Pope, ‘An Essay on Criticism’  , Ward, p.52 
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   On various tempers act by various ways 
Make some take physic, others scribble plays; 67   62 
     
    However, Pope made an exception of Winchilsea. His attempt to appease her 
rumoured disquiet with the above lines is evident from the outset in his epistolary 
poem. 
           IMPROMPTU TO LADY WINCHILSEA 
  OCCASIONED BY FOUR SATIRICAL VERSES ON WOMEN-WITS, IN THE 
         “RAPE OF THE LOCK” 
 
   In vain you boast Poetic Names of yore, 
   And cite those Sapphos we admire no more: 
   Fate doom’d the Fall of every female wit; 
   But doomed it then, when first Ardelia writ.68   
   Adolphus Ward described the opening lines of Winchilsea’s reply to Pope’s 
‘Impromptu’ as ‘some pretty lines [in which] she gives over the contest’. 69 
               THE ANSWER 
   Disarm’d by so genteel an air, 
      The contest I give o’er; 
   Yet, Alexander, have a care, 
      And shock our sex no more. 70    
   These lines can be read as opening gambit, rather than capitulation. McGovern’s 
assessment of Winchilsea’s tone throughout as ‘cordial and bantering’ seems 
accurate.71 The ensuing lines see her trading wit with wit, inverting Pope’s ‘wit/writ’ 
lines from his ‘Impromptu’. 
   You of one Orpheus have read,            10 
      Who would like you have writ   
   Had he in London town been bred, 
      And polish’d to[o] his wit; 
 
    ‘Tone’ is once more intrinsic to form. Here, Winchilsea eschews heroic couplets for 
the sing-song ballad. She seemingly denigrates herself in so doing, yet manages to 
have her cake and eat it. The poet displays her Classical knowledge, using Orpheus’s 
                                                     
67 Alexander Pope ‘The Rape of the Lock’, Canto IV,  Ward p.83 
68 Alexander Pope ‘IMPROMPTU TO LADY WINCHILSEA’,  Ward (above), p. 467 
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fate as a metaphor for Pope’s punishment for the offending lines. ‘You need not fear 
his awkward fate / The lock won’t cost your head’ (ll 28-29), is highly satirical, linking 
Orpheus’s decapitation by the Maenads with Belinda’s snipped locks. Both poets are 
outwardly cordial whilst wielding gender power tools, Pope’s maleness and poetic 
status, versus Winchilsea’s maturity and feminine subterfuge. Winchilsea’s subversive 
strategies are threefold. Whereas Pope used both her title and pen-name ‘Ardelia’, 
Winchilsea addresses Pope by his Christian name, as much a ‘put-down’ in eighteenth-
century Corridors of Power, as it is nowadays. She exploits the conceit to prove her 
wit, and subverts Pope’s mock-heroics. Whereas Pope makes a tragedy of Belinda’s 
hair-cut, Winchilsea makes Eurydice’s fate comedic.  
 
   The challenge facing the present poet’s attempt to produce two pieces from each 
poet’s imagined perspective, outlining their strategies of power, and their intended 
effect on the recipient, may be approached by adopting Pope’s heroic couplets and 
Winchilsea’s ballad variant. Pope’s pomposity and Winchilsea’s archness intermingle 
with phrases of mutual respect. Pope’s infamous put-down cannot go unmentioned by 
this poet. Her presentation might be seen as playfully ‘cordial and bantering’, aided 
and abetted by colouring-book titles carrying gendered connotations. 
   
          Strategies of POWER in my ‘IMPROMPTU’ 
   I’ll call it my ‘Impromptu’, off-the-cuff. 
   Closed couplets, 12 lines long should be enough. 
   I need appease mi Lady Winchilsea, 
   She often sends her work for me to see. 
   The metaphysicks day is over, done,    (sic) 
   extended metaphors from Shakespeare, Donne. 
   An oxymoron! That’s a woman’s wit, 
   Except, of course, when first Ardelia writ. 
   I’ll use her pseudonym, deflate her pique, 
   And make her title mine – or so to speak. 
   These slip-shod Sibyls she defends, so trite! 
   By picking up her pen, she proved me right. 
 
 
   Strategies of subterfuge in my ‘Answer’ 
   I shan’t use his pentameters,  
   I’ll let him think I can’t. 
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   Hexameters and trimeters 
   we ‘slip-shod Sibyls’ want. 
   The contest I give o’er! So tame 
   he’ll think it was a breeze. 
   I’ll call him by his Christian name, 
   (a wily woman’s wheeze 
   to undermine authority, 
   dynamics overturn). 
   No match for my maturity, 
   he’s still so much to learn. 
   I’ll let him think I’ve come along - 
   un- polished with his wit - 
   to wrap this up in 12 lines long, 
   but    s     t      r      e      t       c       h    it out a bit. 
   I’ll take a leaf from Whitney’s book,  
   she used this metre too, 
   to make us take another look - 
   from women’s points of view – 
   at concepts of heroics, where 
   inconstancy we find. 
   So Alexander, have a care, 
   I’ve Ovid on my mind. 
   Comparing him with Orpheus 
   (the Londoner, the Greek), 
   may seem at first quite dubious, 
   but  Pope is such a geek 
   he’ll twig my tactics right away - 
   knows Orpheus lost his head 
   to frenzied women of his day - 
   for Pope is sooooo well-read. 
   He knows my central lines are core, 
   (he reads my work sometimes), 
   to make him shock our sex no more, 
   I’ll mention scoffing rhymes. 
   But still, I’ll need to keep him sweet 
   before my coup-de-grace, 
   with you our follies gently treat.    
      And then: my volte face: 
   deflate him with analogy, 
   appropriate his ‘Lock’. 
   In using this bialogy 
   I shan’t be using mock- 
   heroics, just the opposite. 
   Poor Eurydice’s fate  
   would seem quite apposite.  
      But will he take the bait? 
   But he, poor soul thought all was well  
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   And great would be his fame 
   When he had left his wife in hell, 
   And birds and beasts could tame. 
   Our admiration you command 
   should set his mind at rest, 
   before he sees the reprimand 
   I’ve sent on their behest, 
   (my poet sisters, Singer-Rowe, 
   and Jones, and Killigrew, 
   and Chudleigh, Masters) just to show 
   who’s reprimanding whom. 
   Yet sooth the ladies I advise    
(and me too, pride has wrought) 
   We’re born to wit, but to be wise, 
   By admonitions taught. 
   Winchilsea’s reputation as a ‘nature poet’ was founded on Wordsworth’s opinion in 
his ‘ESSAY, SUPPLEMENTARY TO THE PREFACE’ (1815) of the Lyrical Ballads  
 
 Excepting the ‘Nocturnal Reverie’ of Lady Winchilsea, and a passage or 
 two in the ‘Windsor Passage’ of Pope, the poetry intervening between the 
publication of ‘Paradise Lost’ and ‘The Seasons’ does not contain a single  
new image of external nature, and scarcely presents a familiar one from  
which it can be inferred that the eye of the poet has been steadily fixed  
upon his object, and much less that his feelings had urged him to work 
upon it in the spirit of genuine imagination.72 
 
     Whilst ‘nature poems’ are by no means representative of Winchilsea’s entire 
creative output, ‘A Nocturnal Reverie’ and ‘The Petition for an Absolute Retreat’ have, 
as McGovern observes, ‘invariably been the poems included in standard anthologies.’73 
What follows contends that these two poems are vehicles for Winchilsea’s 
preoccupations with perceptions of female identity in eighteenth-century society, and  
like-minded female friendship. The ‘nature poem’, like horticulture itself, in the early 
eighteenth-century was viewed in a Classicist, formal way, and it would have been 
challenging indeed for a female poet to incorporate her own agenda into this genre. 
Whilst echoes of ‘A Nocturnal Reverie’ and ‘The Petition for an Absolute Retreat’ are 
detectable in Wordsworth, ‘The Petition’ may be considered to be an appropriation of 
Andrew Marvell’s ‘The Garden’ (1681) up to a point.  
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Selincourt (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 1952 pp. 419-20   
73 McGovern, p.78 
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Marvell’s lines, ‘The nectarine and curious peach / Into my hands themselves do reach’ 
are reprised in Winchilsea’s ‘nature’ poem, ‘The Petition for an Absolute Retreat’, 
‘Cherries, with their downy peach, / All within my easy reach’.74 However, different 
paradoxes pervade each poem. 
 
    Lawrence Hyman sees the innocence versus sexuality paradox as the ‘chief difficulty 
of [Marvell’s] poem.’75 Hyman says an ‘old Rabbinic legend’, researched by Professor 
Wallenstein, might resolve the paradox. This legend has it that in prelapsarian Eden, 
Adam was androgynous. Thus, Hyman’s article provides a ventriloquistic opportunity 
for the present poet to adopt the voice of the first man. Marvell’s octaves in iambic 
tetrameters are adopted, and his own exclamatory line indicates a chirpy, self-satisfied 
persona.  
          Androgyny 
   I’m Adam, Madam. Don’t y’know 
   androgyny’s the way to go? 
   I’m not your normal palindrome, 
   I like to do it on mi’ own. 
   I’m prelapsarian man, that’s me; 
   both sexes in miself, y’see.  
   I’m self-sufficient, don’t need Eve. 
   What wondrous life is this I lead! 
 
 
   Hyman observes several critics noting the erotic nature of the garden, and cites 
William Empson’s contradictory statements. On the one hand, women are of no 
interest to the poet because ‘nature is more beautiful’ and, conversely, the ‘garden 
possesses the same sexuality associated with women’. Thus, the ‘chirpy, self-satisfied’ 
Adam may now present himself as a philosopher. The first octave sees him discount 
the misogyny proposal, exploring Empson’s proposals in the second stanza, and 
concluding according to Wallerstein’s theory in the epigrammatic couplet.  
                    Paradox? 
   Misogynistic? Not one jot! 
   Y’ think that way, you’ve lost the plot. 
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   In Marvell’s garden where I’ve bin, 
   I’ve fallen into carnal sin. 
   The nectarine and curious peach 
   Into my hands themselves do reach. 
   No roses, lupins, lilies, phlox, 
   this garden’s growing paradox 
 
   because: a poet who retreats 
   from sexuality, creates 
   a garden that is curious, 
   terrigenous, libidinous. 
   And here’s where Empson goes astray, 
   he says I just want fruit. O.K: 
   but then, he says this garden grows 
   sex symbols in its curvy rows. 
 
   Prof. Wallerstein has found the key; 
   before mi Fall, ‘Androgyne’ 
 
  Winchilsea’s poem explores a different paradox, of reflection versus self-reflection. 
‘The Petition for an Absolute Retreat’ subverts eighteenth-century expectations of 
suitable feminine pursuits. One such expectation is the enjoyment of drawing room 
gossip as a diversion from the woman’s primary pastime of mirror gazing.  
      No Intruders thither come! 
   Who visit, but to be from home; 
   None who their vain Moments pass,    10 
   Only studious of their Glass, 
   News, that charm to listning Ears; 
   That False Alarm to Hopes and Fears, 
   That common Theme of every Fop, 
   From the Statesman to the Shop, 
   In those Coverts ne’er be spread 
   Of who’s Deceas’d and who’s to Wed,76  
 
   Whereas Winchilsea’s ‘retreat’ is retirement in the sense of withdrawal, this retired 
woman now interrogates perceptions of ladylike behaviour in the twenty-first century. 
The villanelle is a suitable medium in that its repetitive nature emphasizes Jenny 
Joseph’s ‘Warning’.77 The current poet’s self-presentation may seem audacious. 
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                Restoration Villanelle 
   Of post -retirement, Jenny Joseph says 
   she’ll wear the colour purple, learn to spit. 
   It’s Restoration time, don’t waste the days 
 
   on tapestry, embroid’ring cloths for trays, 
   or needlepoint, or learning how to knit. 
   Of post-retirement, Jenny Joseph says 
 
   buy brandy with the pension. Say to blaz- 
   es paying rent and rates. Just moonlight flit! 
   It’s Restoration time, don’t waste the days 
 
   in sensible attire, in shoes with lac- 
   es. Ditch the pearls and twinsets, they’re the pits! 
   Of post-retirement, Jenny Joseph says 
 
   try swearing, be obscene in public pla- 
   ces, snog a stranger longer than a bit. 
   It’s Restoration time, don’t waste the days 
 
   arranging table napkins sev’ral ways. 
   Go lady to laddette. Quit etiquette! 
   Of post –retirement, Jenny Joseph says 
   it’s Restoration time. Don’t waste the days! 
 
    In another departure from ‘The Garden’, Winchilsea addresses the value of 
companionship. Whereas Marvell yearned for solitude in his Eden 
   But ‘twas beyond a mortal’s share    60 
   To wander solitary there: 
   Two paradises ‘twere in one 
   To live in paradise alone.     
Winchilsea required the company of a likeminded friend in her retreat: 
   Give me there (since Heaven has shown   104 
   It was not good to be alone) 
   A partner suited to my Mind, 
   Solitary, pleased and kind;  
 
   ‘The Petition’ is inscribed to ‘Arminda’, the Countess of Thanet. Thus, it may be 
assumed that Winchilsea valued likeminded female friendship. The following lines, in 
which the poet is a metaphorically dead tree, and Thanet’s wisdom its revival, 
illustrate the point. 
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    Bearing neither leaves nor, fruit        156 
   Living only in the root; 
   Back reflecting let me say 
   So the sad Ardelia lay       
   Faded till Arminda’s love     
   (Guided by the powers above) 
   Warmed anew her drooping heart 
   And life diffused through every part; 
   Mixing words of wise discourse 
   Of such weight and wondrous force 
   As could all her sorrows charm 
   And transitory ills disarm; 
   Cheering the delightful day, 
   When disposed to be more gay, 
   With wit from an unmeasured store 
   To woman ne’er allowed before.  
    
   Wordsworth’s presentation album to Lady Lowther included ‘The Petition’.78 
However, as several critics, including Greer, observe, ‘the inscription and all mention of 
Lady Thanet are suppressed.’79 ‘A Nocturnal Reverie’ is the other poem in Lowther’s 
album with Wordsworth’s suppressions. Two couplets crucial to interpretation are 
deleted. The poem’s opening lines appear to support Wordsworth’s view of Winchilsea 
as a poet with her ‘eye fixed firmly on the topic’ i.e. ‘an image of external nature’.   
Winchilsea uses lines from The Merchant of Venice, recalling the beauty of nature, as a 
springboard to the present image of trembling trees reflected in a rippling moonlit 
river.80   
 
                  A NOCTURNAL REVERIE 
   In such a Night, when every louder Wind 
   Is to its distant Cavern safe confined; 
   And only gentle Zephyr fans his Wings, 
   And lonely Philomel, still waking, sings; 
     Or from some Tree, fam’d from the Owl’s delight, 
   She, hollowing clear, directs the Wand’rer right: 
   In such a Night, when passing Clouds give place, 
   Or thinly veil the Heav’ns mysterious Face; 
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   When in the River, overhung with Green, 
   The waving Moon and trembling Leaves are seen;  10 
However, the mood is interrupted in the two couplets Wordsworth suppressed. 
   When scatter’d Glow-worms, but in Twilight fine,    17 
   Show trivial Beauties watch their Hour to shine; 
   Whilst Salis’bry  stands the Test of every Light, 
   In perfect Charms and perfect Virtue bright: 81 
   The ‘glow-worms … trivial beauties’ represent the world of fashionable society from 
which the poet seeks to escape. She is not alone on her nocturnal ramble, having the 
company of the Countess of Salisbury. Salisbury, like Thanet, is the antithesis of the 
‘trivial beauties’ in this poem, and those ‘only studious of their glass’, in ‘The Petition’. 
In these four lines, Winchilsea has acknowledged and dismissed the value high society 
places on ‘trivial beauties’ and celebrated her friendship with Salisbury.  
 
   Poets have always ‘borrowed’ other writer’s lines, and ‘A Nocturnal Reverie’ afforded 
this poet the opportunity to take another line from The Merchant of Venice as a 
springboard to the twenty-first century.82 Coleridge’s ‘owl and owlet’ propel the reader 
from the present to the future, in a switch of emphasis from ‘nature’ to the nature of 
poetry, and its ‘beyondness’, addressed by Geoffrey Hill.83 The Petrarchan sonnet form 
seemed appropriate for this experiment, in that the type 2 sestet, with its open rhyme 
scheme, may be seen to convey a poet open to the influences of the natural world on 
the creative process. 84 
      Nocturne 
   How sweet the moonlight sleeps upon this bank. 
   Valerian and passion flower – the herbs 
   of Morpheus – pervade these unperturbed 
   abstruser musings. Nothing noxious, dank. 
   How sweet the moonlight sleeps upon this bank. 
   The owl and owlets hooting won’t disturb 
   this reverie. Of such a night the verb, 
   the verb, the verb … create? To swell the ranks 
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   ‘of all available reality’, 
   (as Geoffrey Hill has said) ‘of something there 
   that was not there’, the thing called poetry. 
   The thing that takes us to a place somewhere 
   beyond experience of day, to see 
   with second sight, with second hearing hear. 
 
       The final creative task in this chapter is an attempt to convey an increased 
understanding of ‘A Nocturnal Reverie’ gained from critical opinion, and my own close 
reading. It can be argued that in ‘translating’ the ‘Reverie’ and the ‘Petition’ for 
Lowther, Wordsworth self-translated. His motivation is unclear. He may have 
presented an ‘anti-aristocratic’ self, or thinking the ‘nature poem’ should be spoken in  
‘language really used by men’, disclosed a misogynist.85 He was doing neither more, 
nor less, than Wyatt, yet could be construed, at best, as unethical. Thus, the present 
poet could be presenting an avenging self in the following.  
   A Critical Commentary: ‘A Nocturnal Reverie’ 
  
   One might at first assume ‘Romantic ode’ 
   as Wordsworth claimed. The setting seems to bode 
   that way, seclusion, hence tranquility 
   in no mean measure  - thanks to M of V. 
   In such a night, when even louder wind 
   Is to its distant cavern safe confined; 
   And only gentle zephyr fans his wings, 
   And lonely Philomel, still waking, sings. 
   ‘Conceit of louder winds confined to caves’, 
   thinks Greer. O.K. I go with that. She waives 
   aside ‘confusing Zephyr with the owl 
   and nightingale’ as falling somewhat foul 
   of vivid imag’ry. How so? If next 
   we read two couplets further down the text: 
   When in some river, overhung with green, 
   The waving moon and trembling leaves are seen; 
   evoking visual, olfactory, 
   and auditory too, the sensory 
   perceptions of a scene we almost smell, 
and hear, and feel the crystal clear, as well 
as see the darkened green. A vivid scene. 
I’d go with Wordsworth there, had it not been:  
When scattered glow-worms, but in twilight fine, 
Show trivial beauties watch their hour to shine; 
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a natural conceit, but glowing worms 
are tawdry products of cosmetic charms. 
When Sal’sbury stands the test of every light, 
In perfect charms and perfect virtue bright. 
Antithesis of ‘High Society’, 
the Countess had no taste for frippery.  
And that’s what Wordsworth couldn’t understand, 
dismissed the social comment out of hand. 
A learned woman from the upper-class 
compared with nature! Had to let that pass.  
   Unlike Marvell, in ‘paradise alone’, 
two pairs of ears are list’ning, not just one.  
When the loosed horse now, as his pasture leads, 
Comes slowly grazing through the adjoining meads, 
Whose stealing pace and lengthened shade we fear, 
Till torn-up forage in his teeth we hear. 
When curlews cry beneath the village walls, 
And to her struggling brood the partridge calls 
The short-lived jubilee the creatures keep 
Which but endures while tyrant man does sleep. 
‘The only time the female’s unmoles- 
ted’, critic Greer quite reasonably suggests. 
In such a night let me abroad remain, 
Till morning breaks and all’s confused again. 
Suggestion or demand? It’s hard to say, 
retiring in the shade’s sometimes her way.   
 
    This essay poem interrogates ‘editing’ and whether ‘translation’ equates with self-
translation. This chapter has contended that for Winchilsea, the woman/woman-poet 
presentation was not irreconcilable, and that her work was both overtly, and obliquely, 
didactic. The same can be said of the present poet’s creative output in this chapter. 
The answers to her own questions are contained within her poems. Wordsworth’s 
suppressions contradicted his earlier praise for Winchilsea’s ‘new image of nature’. If 
the concept of poetry was seeing the world as it was, and the universe too insignificant 
for the eighteenth-century poet’s attention, then Winchilsea’s suppressed lines were 
in alignment with Wordsworth’s rejecting this notion, and re-embracing exploration. 
Thus, when Winchilsea discarded eighteenth-century writing practices occasionally, 
she was both subversive and avant-garde. In this chapter, the twenty-first century 
woman poet enjoyed the freedom to be as illustrative, or explorative, as she chose. 
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                    Chapter 3:   Factories and Studios: Nineteenth-Century Poetry 
 
Child labour and factory conditions were recurring themes in the work of several 
nineteenth-century women poets who range, as Isobel Armstrong states, ‘from 
militant radicals to conservative women of High Church principle’. 86 In this chapter, 
two poems which address these topics, Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s ‘The Cry of the 
Children’, and Thomas Hood’s ‘The Song of the Shirt’, will be compared and contrasted 
in terms of form, content and self-fashioning. The present writer’s poems will respond 
to this discussion, and to the ensuing discourse, surrounding gender ideologies in two 
nineteenth-century ‘art-versus-life’ poems: Christina Rossetti’s ‘In An Artist’s Studio’, 
and Tennyson’s ‘The Lady of Shalott’. 
 
   In the context of my own poetry, certain works explore my ambivalent stance on 
child labour and factory conditions, whilst others offer my understanding of the 
formalist features of ‘The Cry of the Children’ and ‘The Song of the Shirt’. The first 
sonnet sequence, scored for multiple voices, equivocates.  
           Cotton Mill Sonnets 
       No school, no mill, no mill, no money. Darwen children’s chant c.1870 
   She didn’t seem to think that times were hard,      
   our Grandma Needham. Told it like it was 
   at Musgrave’s mill in Bolton. Wasn’t mard. 
   ‘We went to school three times a week because 
   we couldn’t work ten hours the other three - 
unless we showed our school attendance sheet - 
or else a seven hour day (as long as we  
were schooled for three) but then, we were dead-beat. 
We couldn’t wait to go full-time, half-time- 
ers work was dull and dreary. Scavenging 
for cotton waste that’s soaked in oil and slime. 
No skills, no thrills, no chance of damaging 
thisen’ (the over-looker had to stop 
the shuttles shifting while we cleared the shop). 
 
But sometimes, for a dare, we’d stick our hand 
too far inside a roving card machine, 
risk scarring from the metal barbs, or land- 
up losing finger tips – you’ve ‘appen seen. 
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A little piecer’s life was fun; we’d run    
to mend the never-ending broken threads 
that swirled, and twirled and twisted when they spun. 
We sometimes slipped, bur rolled right over, fled 
from under gliding jennies, just in case 
those monsters gripped us. Mutilation, death 
(or worse) could ‘appen, working at that pace, 
but not to us. We just got out of breath 
and barefoot dodged them drips of boiling oil 
from red-hot spindles splashing on the noil. 
 
If only we could work in tenting; dare  
to kiss the shuttle, dare refill the weft 
and warp - machinery still running - where 
a second wasted meant no fingers left. 
And then go home at night with hair all white 
from flying cotton floating round all day, 
and reek of lanolin. We’d stink all right, 
and think we’d had right gradely sport and play. 
But never mind, we still got half- a- crown 
a week - a lot for eight year olds - four bob 
if never stuck for bobbins (breaking down 
of ev’ry single thread) Eee! What a job 
for little piecers, some got glidin’ eye 
from skennin’. Still, we had to laugh – on’t sly!’ 
 
‘Half-timers take no harm, be sure to know. 
They’re better clothed and better fed as well 
as better read’ as Hargreaves said. ‘To go 
to school with regularity will tell, 
in time, to  compensate for lesser hours, 
their concentration levels will improve. 
Besides, their income’s quite essential, our 
investigations always seem to prove’. 
John Bleakley, Blackburn Road, campaigned against: 
‘… Draconian penal laws against the poor, 
the starving derelict of Bolton, sense- 
less part-time education is no cure.’  
The Full-Time Education Act (Nineteen-    
eighteen) meant full-time school until fourteen. 
 
    The Darwen children’s chant, researched at the Bolton Archive, along with technical 
terms and testimonies, illustrates the inter-dependence of school and mill. Proposal 
and counter-proposal shuttle back and forth throughout the four sonnets comprising 
the whole. ‘She didn’t seem to think that times were hard’ does not mean they were 
not. Combining present-day vernacular (‘told it like it was’) with past-times Lancashire  
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dialect (e.g. ‘mard’ i.e. ‘spoiled’) bridges present and past, and introduces the 
grandmother’s ‘matter-of-fact’ narrative voice. The first sonnet closes with a hankering 
for the ‘thrills’ curtailed by the 1878 Factory Act. The couplet’s plosive /p/ end rhymes 
aurally enact curtailment ‘… had to stop … cleared the shop’. 
 
     Yet, excitement escalates within the second sonnet, ‘swirled, twirled, twisted’, 
building to the ultimate ‘mutilation, death (or worse)’. Sonnet 3 appears to look 
forward to further excitement experienced from full-time work. However, the 
grandmother’s narrative ends on an obliquely critical note. The octave’s ‘Gradely sport 
and play’, reprising Thomas Shadwell’s seventeenth-century pastoral poem, ‘Nymphs 
and Shepherds’, is undermined by ‘Some got glidin’ eye’ in the sestet. The voice of 
vested-interest is superseded by one of moral outrage in the final sonnet. 
 
   The politics of prosody inherent to Victorian poetry, i.e. the ways in which prosodic 
features such as metre and rhyme scheme might indicate a poet’s political convictions, 
are addressed by several scholars including Armstrong and Caroline Levine. Their 
application is an interesting, albeit potentially problematic, approach. The rather 
mechanistic division of political models may inflict authorial intent upon, rather than 
reflect, the creative processes of nineteenth-century poets. Thus, there is a danger of 
falling into the ‘Intentional Fallacy’ trap.  Scholars base their assessments on three 
models, defined by Levine. The first is the ‘reflective’ model, in which 
  Poetic meter points us to the temporal patterns of social 
  life mirroring or enacting a historically specific shaping of 
experiential time … a way of of reading metrical forms for 
their mirroring of lived temporalities.87 
 
      The ‘expressive model’ takes prosody as a purposeful expression of political 
positions and convictions, with ballads of the 1850’s insisting on ‘law’, rather than 
‘anarchy’. The ‘Marxist model’ is one in which ‘prosodic patterns appear as vain, but 
compelling attempts to cover the terrifying impossibility of achieving real social 
solutions’.  
                                                     
87 Caroline Levine, ‘Rhythms Poetic and Political: The Case of Barrett Browning’, Victorian Poetry, 
Volume 49, Number 2, West Virginia: West Virginia University Press, 2011, pp. 235-236 
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    Accordingly, opting for the sonnet form’s regular metre and rhyme scheme could 
have been an avoidance of the reality of Levine’s ‘lived temporalities’ and an attempt 
to ‘cover over the terrifying impossibility of achieving real social resolutions’. The poet 
might seem anarchic, in that her grandmother’s risk-taking occupies the greater part of 
the whole. This does not mean that she is perceived as beneficiary, rather than victim, 
of the Part-time Education Act (1844). Her ‘experiential time’ may well have differed 
from that of her contemporaries. Her dialecticism, though, would not have differed. 
 
    Geoffrey Leech includes dialecticism in ‘poetic licence’, i.e. ‘the poet’s right to ignore 
rules and conventions generally observed by users of the language’.   
 DIALECTICISM, or the borrowing of features of socially or regionally defined 
 dialects, is a minor form of licence not generally available to the writer of 
 functional prose, who is expected to write in the generally accepted and  
 understood dialect known as ‘Standard English’. But it is, of course, quite 
 commonly used by storytellers and humorists. For the poet, dialecticism 
 may serve a number of purposes.88 
 
    This poet, then, has taken the ‘minor form of licence’ for the purpose of including 
her grandmother’s reminiscences in a ‘socially or regionally defined dialect’ in an 
attempt to depict life as seen through the experience of one particular person, from 
one particular section of English-speaking society, at one particular time. Consider now 
her purposes for incorporating dialecticism from different sections of English-speaking 
society, in more recent times. 
                    Sweatshop Sonnets 
   1 
 
   ‘The Schooner Flight’, by Derek Walcott, based 
on Piers the Plowman’s ‘somer season’, when 
the ‘sonne’ was ‘soft’, shows sea like ‘milk’. He then 
invokes an ‘idle’ August, lazy-faced,  
   where people stood like ‘stone’ and ‘nothing’ paced. 
And ‘dark-haired’ evening’s ‘still ‘as silk by ten. 
And islands stick like ‘leaves of burnt sienna’. 
Soft evocations of a time displaced, 
recalling ‘Empires’ slums’ as ‘paradise’. 
 
 
                                                     
88 Geoffrey N. Leech, ‘Varieties of Poetic Licence’, A Linguistic Guide to English Poetry (Harlow: Longman 
Group Limited) 1969, p.49 
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No slo-mo now, Honduras ‘oman, eyes 
is sore an’ red. No cryin’ now, yo know 
it ‘hinder needle, tread’, stitch quick but nice 
git fifteen cents for shirt. De promo price 




In Business Class, the Moët’s just been served. 
The purser lingers by a breakfast tray 
and, almost to himself: ‘Have you observed 
the sun awaken India, the way 
the purple-shadowed ghats are crested gold, 
and Madam, how the air is clean, like new, 
and plantain leaves in em’rald greens unfold, 
and morning glory’s drenched in pearls of dew, 
and Madam, how the drowsy ocean slosh 
the shore,  and ripples ‘Aaahhh!’, and misty takes- 
on crystal blue, and sparkling splashes wash 
each up-turned pebble’s face as Usha breaks … 
 
and fingers, eight years old, have sewn umpteen 
embroidered saris gold, and blue and green?’ 
 
 
   In Sonnet 1, the Petrarchan form with the Type 2 French sestet seemed appropriate 
for carrying the Creole. The writer was asked what Derek Walcott would think of this 
English woman’s using his poem ‘The Schooner Flight’ as a touchstone. She thought he 
might ask ‘Why make it a sonnet, has she not read Brathwaite’s seminal essay “English 
in the Caribbean: Notes on Nation Language and Poetry”?’ Brathwaite says: ‘English 
has given us is the pentameter … there have, of course been attempts to break it. And 
there were other dominant forms like, for example from Piers the Plowman the 
haunting prologue: 
In a somer season when soft was the sonne 
  I shope me into shroudes, as I a shep were 
which has recently inspired our own Derek Walcott with his first major nation language 
effort: 
                         
  In idle August, while the sea was soft, 
  And leaves of brown islands stick to the rim … 
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I use the term [nation language] in contrast to dialect. Dialect is inferior English. Dialect 
Is the language you use when you want to make fun of someone. Dialect is 
caricature.’89 
     
     In mitigation, the writer maintains that her poem was inspired by that of Walcott, as  
his by Langland, and hopes Walcott would find the octave an accurate appraisal of his 
poem, and a suitable springboard to the sestet’s contrasting picture of the seamstress 
in the sweatshop. On the one hand, sweatshops may be perceived to be an 
indefensible exploitation of the have-nots, on the other, a life-line. This statement by 
no means condones inhumane working conditions, the condemnation of which is, 
hopefully, apparent in the opposing juxtapositions inherent to this pair of sonnets. 
Creole is not used as ‘caricature’ here. This poet is not the black woman in the 
Honduran sweatshop whose conditions she researched, but a white woman trying to 
put herself into the other’s shoes. She attempts to make reparation for this woman. 
The soft, languid imagery of her octave is undermined by the hot, dry, sore imagery in 
her sestet, where pre-Colonial sun-drenched leisure morphs into the woman’s ‘sore 
red eyes’. 
 
   The Shakespearean sonnet form seemed apt for Sonnet 2. The purser is Indian, and 
Indian-English is often more precise than English as spoken by native English speakers 
nowadays. The poem explores the paradox of wealthy airline passengers drinking 
champagne as a new day dawns over an India in which children are finishing a night 
shift. The douzain is wistful. Repetition of ‘Madam’ highlights the contrast between the 
purser’s lowly status and his elevated language, whereas ‘Madam’ might well be an 
English woman with less-than-Standard English. Accumulated conjunctions, ‘and’s’, 
emphasize India’s many natural resources, described by the purser in jewel-like terms 
applied, in turn, to embroidered saris in the isolated couplet. The poet simply paints 
two pictures. She may, perhaps, have lapsed into ‘slip-shod Sibyl’ mode to parody the 
artifice of the tourist brochure against the sweatshop reality. 
                                                     
89 Edward Kamau Brathwaite’s presented his essay Harvard University, 1979. This transcript in Using 
English: From Conversation to Canon, ed. Maybin, J. and Mercer N.  (Oxford: Open University and 
Routledge, 1996) pp. 268-9 
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    What follows, contends that in interrogating a seamstress’s plight in ‘The Song of the 
Shirt’, Thomas Hood presented his over-worked, under-paid poet self.90 Consider the 
content and formal features in these extracts.  
           The Song of the Shirt  
   With fingers weary and worn, 
      With eyelids heavy and red, 
   A woman sat in unwomanly rags, 
      Plying her needle and thread – 
          Stitch – stitch – stitch! 
   In poverty, hunger, and dirt, 
      And still with a voice of dolorous pitch 
   She sang the “Song of the Shirt!”    8 
   “Oh! Men with sisters dear! 
        Oh! Men with mothers and wives! 
It is not linen you’re wearing out, 
    But human creatures’ lives! 
        Stitch – stitch – stitch! 
In poverty, hunger, and dirt, 
Sewing at once with a double thread, 
    A shroud as well as a shirt.     32 
 
“But why do I talk of death! 
   That phantom of grisly bone 
I hardly fear his terrible shape 
   It seems so like my own – 
   It seems so like my own     37 
 
 “Work – work – work!     49  
From weary chime to chime, 
   Work – work – work! 
As prisoners work for crime! 
   Band, and gusset and seam, 
   Seam, and gusset, and band, 
 
                                                     
90 Peter Simonsen quotes Hood’s letter to an anonymous German friend. ‘I have to write till I am sick of 
the sight of pen, ink, paper … for half-a-month, I hardly have time to eat, drink or sleep.’ ‘Would that its 
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Till the heart is sick, and the brain benumbed, 
   As well as the weary hand.      
 
   “Work – work – work! 
In the dull, December light, 
   And work – work –work! 
While the weather is warm, and bright; - 
While underneath the eaves 
   The brooding swallows cling, 
As if to show me their sunny backs 
   And twit me with the spring.    64  
 
  “Oh! But to breathe the breath 
      Of the cowslip and primrose sweet – 
   With the sky above my head, 
And the grass beneath my feet! 
For only one short hour 
   To feel as I used to feel, 
Before I knew the woes of want 
   And the walk that costs a meal.    72 
 
With fingers weary and worn, 
   With eyelids heavy and red, 
A woman sat in unwomanly rags, 
   Plying her needle and thread – 
      Stitch – stitch – stitch! 
   In poverty, hunger and dirt, 
And still with a voice of dolorous pitch, - 
Would that its tone would reach the rich! – 
   She sang ‘The song of the Shirt!’91    88 
   It is possible to read this as an illustrative, ‘filmic’ poem, one which Robert 
Butterworth identifies as ‘cinematic’.92 The camera focuses, close-up on ‘fingers weary 
and worn’, pans upwards to ‘eyelids heavy and red’, before showing the seamstress’s 
full view in the longer line in ‘unwomanly rags’. ‘Unwomanly’ is a protest-adjective 
against an increasingly consumerist male society which defeminizes and dehumanizes 
the female. Moreover, it is also possible to read Hood’s poem meta-poetically, drawing 
attention to itself from the outset. The complex formal features established in the first 
octave are sustained. Iambic, anapestic and dactylic trimeters and tetrameters are 
                                                     
91 Thomas Hood, The Poetical Works of Thomas Hood ( London: C. Courtier and Sons) pp. 514-516 
92 Robert D. Butterworth, ‘THOMAS HOOD, EARLY VICTORIAN SOCIAL CRITICISM AND THE HOODIAN 
HERO, Victorian Literature and Culture, 39, Issue 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) 2011, 
pp.427-441 
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interspersed with monometers, to establish the work-song rhythm, flagged-up in the 
poem’s title, and reiterated in the final line. Hood directly describes its ‘pitch’ as 
‘dolorous’. Anaphora and alliteration in ‘With fingers weary and worn, / With eyelids 
heavy and red’ mimic both the seamstress’s repetitious work and her dolorous song. 
This combination suggests both ‘reflective’ and ‘Marxist’ models of political prosody. 
Monosyllabic end-rhymes, ‘red/thread’, and internal rhymes, ‘heavy red’ are heavy 
sounding, compounding the ‘dolorous’ pitch. ‘Eyelids heavy and red’ may apply equally 
to the poet’s state. ‘From chime to weary chime’, suggests his wearily working his way 
from rhyme to rhyme. The extra line ‘Would that its tone could reach the rich’ could 
fulfil two functions, firstly, as a comment on the integral nature of form, content and 
tone. Secondly, Simonsen’s argument has credence, he says the extra line is not only a 
plea that ‘the seamstress’s song finds a specific audience, but with Thomas Hood’s 
own desperate wish for a paying audience to secure his livelihood’. Simonsen points 
out that seamstress and poet are etymologically linked: ‘text’ and ‘textile’ conjoin 
‘seamstress and poet as makers of the same product … joined by a single thread’. 93  
    
   The present writer argues that in interrogating the topic of child-labour in ‘The Cry of 
the Children’, Elizabeth Barrett Browning presented herself as a ‘legislator’.94 Examine 
these extracts in terms of form and content.95  
           The Cry of the Children  
   Do ye hear the children weeping, O my brothers, 
      Ere the sorrow comes with years? 
   They are leaning their young heads against their mothers, - 
      And that cannot stop their tears. 
   The young lambs are bleating in the meadows; 
      The young birds are chirping in the nest; 
   The young fawns are playing with the shadows; 
      The young flowers are blowing toward the west – 
   But the young, young children, O my brothers, 
      They are weeping bitterly!- 
   They are weeping in the playtime of the others, 
      In the country of the free.     12 
     
                                                     
93 Simonsen, op. cit. p.63 
94 Percy Bysshe Shelley ‘Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world’, A Defence of Poetry 
[1840] in Owens and Johnson, p.366 
95 Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh and Other Poems, eds. John Robert Glorney and Julia Bolton 
Holloway  (London: Penguin, 1995) pp. 315-319 
                 61 
   They look up with their pale and sunken faces, 
        And their looks are sad to see, 
   For the man’s grief abhorrent, draws and presses 
        Down the cheeks of infancy – 
   ‘Your old earth,’ they say is very dreary;’ 
      ‘Our young feet,’ they say, ‘are very weak!’    30 
   
   ‘True,’ say the children, ‘it may happen 
        That we die before our time! 
    Little Alice died last year – the grave is shapen 
        Like a snowball, in the rime. 
   We looked into the pit prepared to take her – 
      Was no room for any work in the close clay; 
   From the sleep wherein she lieth none will wake her, 
     Crying ‘Get up, little Alice! It is day.’ 
   If you listen by her grave, in sun and shower, 
      With your ear down, little Alice never cries!- 
   Could we see her face, be sure we would not know her, 
        For the smile has time for growing in her eyes, - 
   And merry go her moments, lulled and stilled in 
       The shroud, by the kirk chime! 
   It is good, when it happens,’ say the children 
      ‘That we die before our time.’    52 
 
   Go out, children, from the mine and from the city – 
      Sing out, children, as the little thrushes do – 
   Pluck you handfuls of the meadow-cowslips pretty - 
      Laugh aloud, to feel your fingers let them through!  
   But they answer, ‘Are your cowslips of the meadows 
      Like our weeds anear the mine ? 
   Leave us quiet in the dark of the coal-shadows, 
      From your pleasures fair and fine!                64 
           
   ‘For, all day, the wheels are droning, turning – 
     Their wind comes in our faces, - 
   Till our hearts turn, - our head, with pulses burning, 
      And the walls turn in their places - 
   Turns the sky in the high window blank and reeling – 
      Turns the long light that droppeth down the wall - 
   Turn the black flies that crawl along the ceiling - 
     All are turning, all the day, and we with all! – 
   And all day, the iron wheels are droning; 
      And sometimes we could pray, 
   ‘O ye wheels,’ (breaking out in a mad moaning) 
      ‘Stop! Be silent for to-day!’’       88 
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   ‘Our Father!’ If He heard us, he would surely             121 
      (For they call Him good and mild) 
   Answer, smiling down the steep world very purely, 
    ‘Come and rest with me, my child.’  
    
   ‘But, no!’ say the children, weeping faster,              125 
      ‘He is speechless as a stone; 
   And they tell us, of His image is the master 
      Who commands us to work on …     
 
    They look up, with their pale and sunken faces,  149 
      And their look is dread to see, 
   For they think you see their angels in their places, 
      With eyes meant for Deity; - 
   ‘How long,’ they say, ‘how long, O cruel nation, 
      Will you stand, to move the world, or a child’s heart, - 
   Stifle down with a mailed heel its palpitation, 
      And tread onward to your throne amid the mart? 
   Our blood splashes upward, O our tyrants, 
      And your purple shows your path; 
   But the child’s sob curseth deeper in the silence 
      Than the strong man in his wrath.      160             
   
  
    There are denominators common to ‘The Song of the Shirt’ and ‘The Cry of the 
Children’. Both poems protest against a male, industrialist, consumerist society’s 
treatment of its most vulnerable members. Both poets are spokespersons for, and 
ventriloquists of, the oppressed. They each address masculine society directly: ‘Do ye 
hear the children weeping, O my brothers’, and ‘O men with sisters dear!’ They also 
present a ’cognitive dissonance’ similar to the present poet’s paradoxical presentation 
of sweatshops. Barrett Browning, as Brendan Riley says, ‘intentionally focuses on an 
apparent paradox that, while Britain purports to be moral and free, the actual lives of 
those who should be most protected and liberated, the children, are absolutely 
deplorable.’ 96  
      
    Browning is the more didactic poet, stating overtly ‘They are weeping in the 
playtime of the others, / In the country of the free’. Hood’s paradox appears more 
obliquely in the phantom of death metaphor with which the seamstress identifies. 
                                                     
96  Brendan Riley ‘Characteristics of Victorianism and the Departing Thereof’, Universal Journal, 
Available:  http: ayjw.org/articles /id=725681 
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 “But why do I talk of death! / That phantom of grisly bone, I hardly fear his terrible 
shape, / It seems so like my own”. A phantom does not, like a corpse, contain bone. 
Browning takes death-identification further, her children welcome it. ‘And merry go 
her moments, lulled and stilled by the kirk chime! / “It is good, when it happens,” say 
the children / “That we die before our time.” Browning, like Hood, ‘chimes’. The word 
appears, as in the Hood, in an extended stanza, for emphasis. 
  
   Images are common to both poems. Browning reprises Hood’s ‘heavy and red’ 
metaphor in the children’s ‘heavy eyelids drooping, / The reddest flower would look as 
pale as snow’. The children and adult’s unrelenting work is juxtaposed, (as in this 
writer’s ‘Sweatshop Sonnets’), with the freedom of nature. ‘Swallows twit’ the 
seamstress’s longing to smell ‘the cowslip and primrose sweet … the grass beneath her 
feet.’ When Browning’s children are urged to ‘sing like thrushes do’, and ‘pluck 
meadow cowslips pretty’, their only need for ‘meadows’ is to ‘sleep.’  
  
   Whilst there are similarities in content and imagery, the poems differ in terms of 
form. Whereas Hood’s formal features are self-conscious, Browning’s may appear to 
be almost accidental in comparison. The poet explained the rationale for her metre in 
her letter to the Greek scholar, H. S. Boyd. 
 
 Monday, September 19, 1843 
 
 My own Dear Friend, 
 
 You enjoy my ‘Cry of the Children’ better than I had anticipated – just because 
 I never anticipated your being able to read it to the end, and was over-delicate 
 about placing it in your hands on that account. My dearest Mr. Boyd, you are 
 right in your complaint against the rhythm. The first stanza came into my head 
like a hurricane, and I was obliged to make the other stanzas like it – that is the 
whole of the mystery of the iniquity… 
 
Affectionately and gratefully yours, 
 
Elizabeth B. Barrett 97 
 
                                                     
97 F. J. Kenyon (ed.) The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, (London: Smith, Elder & Co [1896] 
Available at; E-books, University of Adelaide, Gutenberg, 1941 Volume 1, p. 62 
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   This letter was written prior to her marriage to Robert Browning, when the poet was 
at the height of her popularity. Nonetheless, her letter to Boyd seems to be an apology 
for both the length and metrical scheme of ‘The Cry’. The poem exceeds Hood’s by 72 
lines.  
 
    ‘The Cry’ consists of 13 stanzas arranged in douzains rhyming abab cdcd efef. Line 
lengths and rhythms are irregular, with alternate lines of seven syllables in most 
stanzas. The poet explains her opening stanza by saying that it came into her mind like 
a ‘hurricane’, but how far can this be seen to account for rhythmic irregularity? Her 
‘stop start versification’, as Herbert Tucker defines it, might be said to mimic the 
‘clatter of steam-driven machinery’ and, as such, would fit Levine’s reflective model of 
prosodic politics.98 There is one notable exception. The extended fourth stanza, with 
its condemnation, is unlikely to be accidental. Winchilsea’s inverse stress patterning 
centralizing the woman/woman-poet dichotomy has been discussed, and here, 
Browning’s central stanza contains the core message, ‘Stop!’ facilitated by a relentless 
rhythmic rush to the imperative.  
 
     Browning presents herself as legislator here. This stanza is the pivotal point from a 
switch from a plea (as in Hood’s poem throughout) to a command. Stop the machines, 
stop an increasingly commercial society, and stop to think of its effect on its most 
vulnerable members. The stanza is dizzying and disorientating. The children and 
machinery become an amalgam in which everything is spinning. The climactic 
crescendo of movement is achieved by a combination of anaphora, repetition and 
assonance. 
           
   “For all day, the wheels are droning, turning – 
     Their wind comes in our faces, - 
   Till our hearts turn, - our heads, with pulses burning, 
      And the walls turn in their places 
   Turns the sky in the high window blank and reeling – 
      Turns the long light that droppeth down the wall, - 
   Turn the black flies that crawl along the ceiling, … 
  
                                                     
98 Herbert Tucker in Levine, p.236  
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   Browning’s status as a wealthy, popular poet meant that ‘The Cry’ helped to bring 
about child labour reforms by contributing to rousing support for Lord Shaftesbury’s 
‘Ten Hour Bill’.99 Whereas Browning was in a position to issue imperatives, Hood, in 
near penury, could merely offer a plea. Engels deemed his influence on public opinion 
to have ‘merely wrung some ineffectual tears from the bourgeoisie’.100 Both poems, 
though, caught public attention, and continue to receive international critical acclaim. 
 
   The final creative task in this part of the chapter attempts to convey an 
understanding of the formal features inherent to ‘The Cry’, ‘The Song’, the ‘Cotton 
Mill’ and  the ‘Sweatshop Sonnets’ This essay poem draws-together the academic and 
creative components of part one of  this chapter, and as such, is ‘text’ and ‘textile’.  
 
                                       ‘A Song, a Cry and some Sonnets. 
   The Song’, ‘The Cry’, from Hood and E.B.B. 
   are social protests (1843). 
   Spokespersons for the vulnerable, oppressed, 
   both poets aim their work (direct address) 
   towards the men, the brothers, magnates blind 
   to fingers weary, worn, and humankind 
   with pale and weary faces, children who 
   are old before their time, as if they knew 
   that death, (where little Alice never cries) 
   is kind. Her smile is growing in her eyes. 
   The harshest condemnation rhymes with chime, 
   It’s good [that Alice] dies before her time. 
   Hood also uses chime to plead the cause 
   of poets sick of pen and ink, because, 
   as Peter Simonsen reminds us, text 
   and textile (also by extension, tex- 
   ture), share a common etymology, 
   effecting, really, synecology. 
 
   Both poets place their subjects’ grave unrest 
   beside the natural world of freedom, rest. 
   The children see the meadows, cannot leap, 
   their only care for meadows would be sleep. 
   The seamstress longs for only one short hour, 
                                                     
99 Marjorie Stone, ‘Browning, Elizabeth Barrett (1806-1861), The Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography  ( Oxford: Oxford University Press) 2004, Online version, 2008 
 
100 Simonsen, p.63 
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   (repeated) longs for only one short hour 
   to breathe the breath of cowslip … primrose sweet, 
and feel the feel of grass beneath [her] feet. 
The seamstress hears the brooding swallows sing 
and thinks they sing to twit [her] with the spring. 
Birds chirp, whilst children weep, weep bitterly, 
imprisoned in the country of the free. 
Hood’s paradox is somewhat less overt. 
His living corpse, though, truly disconcerts; 
a phantom isn’t made of gristle, bone, 
a shape resembling the seamstress’ own. 
 
My Grandma’s narrative does not condone 
the Part -Time Education Act. Atones, 
perhaps, with had such gradely sport and play - 
nymphs and shepherds come away, come away -- 
refers to nature’s holiday, looks back, 
I think, reprises Hood and Browning’s tack. 
 
The ‘Sweatshop sonnets’ also juxtapose 
the humans’ toil with nature at repose. 
Like Hood, I’m not that seamstress, yet I put 
myself inside her shoes, and if my foot 
is white and her’s is black, it matters not. 
We’re sisters making stuff, akin somewhat, 
we’re linked by text and texture, single thread. 
Adapting Hood’s words needle, thread to tread, 
Contrasting her with those who stood like stone, 
And dark haired evening still as silk, my own 
words merge with Langland’s Walcott’s, Nichols’ voice. 
Creole controls the rhyme scheme of my choice; 
Petrarchan sonnet, French sestet (Type 5), 
Honduran woman, French Creole derived. 
 
In Sonnet 2, I contrast nature’s gold 
and green and blue, with fingers eight years old 
already sewing umpteen saris blue 
and gold and green, the selfsame jeweled hues. 
   
The difference between ‘The Cry’ and ‘Song’ 
is form (with Browning’s 154 lines long) 
Her ‘Cry’ has lines with diff’rent rhythms, length. 
The ‘stop-start’ format imitates the strength 
and power and motion of machines against 
the drowned-out cries of children. Then that Stop! 
Don’t let these children work until they drop. 
Imperative to let them hear their mouths, 
 
              67 
to touch each others’ hands or feel their youth. 
Would that its tone could reach the rich, a plea 
the most that Hood could do. But E.B.B. 
had clout, and wealth and popularity 
quite unlike Hood, who lived in penury. 
‘The Cry’ reached Shaftesbury’s ears. He changed the law, 
restricted children’s working hours. Before 
Hood wrote ‘The Song’, he wasn’t widely read 
but afterwards, his fame became widespread. 
When Engels said Hood’s poem merely wrung 
some ineffectual tears, he got it wrong.  
Cora Kaplan defines Browning’s politics in the 1840’s. 
 She espoused a fervid Christian democratic nationalism which depended on the 
 spiritual reform of nations and individuals and shrank from the sort of social 
 revolution favored by the left. This version also includes her feminism. 101 
This is evident in ‘The Cry of the Children’ up to a point. ‘Spiritual reform of nations 
and individuals’ would suggest that adherence to Christian doctrine is a prerequisite 
for spiritual reform. Browning’s child labourers ‘know no other words except “Our 
Father”’. This implies that they have not been taught how to pray, and by extension, 
that early Victorian society as a whole has turned its back on Christianity. However, it 
is possible that Browning’s direct appeal to male industrialist society to hear the 
children’s cries extends to the ‘great chain of being’, God himself. It is God who is 
‘silent as a stone’. This does not seem to indicate the poet’s eschewing left wing 
feminism entirely in the 1840’s. However, these politics surface more overtly in Aurora 
Leigh, written thirteen years later.  
 
   Browning’s nine book verse novel Aurora Leigh might be said to be an epic 
promulgation of Winchilsea’s ironic ‘Introduction’: ‘Alas! a woman that attempts the 
pen’. The poet employs the masculine form of blank verse, and her poet-speaker 
subverts gender ideology by becoming a professional poet. Aurora’s education 
comprised a ‘score of books on womanhood’ provided by a maiden aunt who ‘had 
lived /a sort of caged-bird life’.102 The kernel of Aurora Leigh is the defence of women’s 
rights to become professional poets. The following extract advocates the female poet’s  
                                                     
101 Cora Kaplan Salt and Bitter and Good: Three Centuries of English and American Women Poets, 
(London: Paddington Press) 1975 p. 166 
102 Aurora Leigh, Literature and Gender ed. Lizbeth Goodman (London: Routledge and The Open 
University) 1996, p.268 
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 prerequisite for not merely ‘passion’, but ‘technique’. 
          The Poet on her Art and its Penalties, Fifth Book 
   The artist’s part is both to be and do, 
   Transfixing with a special, central power 
   The flat experiences of the common man, 
   And turning outward, with a sudden wrench, 
 
   Half agony, half ecstasy, the thing 
   He feels the inmost: never felt the less 
   Because he sings it…Does a torch less burn 
   For burning next reflectors of blue steel, 
   That he should be the colder for his place 
   Twixt two incessant fires, - his personal life’s 
   And that intense refraction which burns back 
   Perpetually against him from the round  
   Of crystal conscience he was born into 
   If artist born?   O sorrowful great gift 
   Conferred on poets, of a twofold life, 
   When one life has been found enough for pain! 
   We, staggering ‘neath the burden as mere men, 
   Being called to stand up straight as demi-gods, 
   Of the universal, and send clearly up, 
   With voices broken by the human sob, 
   Our poems to find rhymes among the stars! 
   But soft! – a ‘poet’ is a word soon said; 
   A book’s a thing soon written. Nay, indeed 
   The more the poet shall be questionable 
   The more unquestionably comes his book! 
   And this of mine – well, granting to myself 
   Some passion in it, furrowing up the flats, 
Mere passion will not prove a volume worth 
Its gall and rags even. Baubles round a keel  
Mean nought, excepting that the vessel moves.103 
 
Consider the present poet’s Poet, Poetaster, Poetess  
   Poet 
   ‘The artist’s part is both to be and do’. 
   (from ‘Poet on Her Art’, Aurora Leigh). 
   A poet then, perhaps is someone who 
   is able to, as Barrett Browning’s key- 
   note poem puts it: transfixes inmost 
   outwards. She means, to take the core of day- 
   to–day experience – our innermost 
 
                                                     
103 Goodman, p.269  
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   of feelings – and convey in such a way 
   they sing, but undiminished by the song. 
   And poets too, have burdens as mere men 
   (or humankind as she implies) among 
the demi-gods are called to stand. But when 
   mere passion won’t suffice, technique’s the thing. 
   A poet always makes a poem sing. 
 
   Poetaster 
 
   A poet always makes a poem sing. 
   To quote the O.E.D’s interior, 
   a poetaster’s work’s ‘inferior’. 
   Got no rhythm. Got no beat. Got no swing. 
   Got wooden feet. Doesn’t go Petrarchan. 
   Doesn’t sound a lot like Philip Larkin. 
   No alliteration, repetition, 
   Not in Frankie Leavis’s ‘Great Tradition’. 
   A poetaster might be someone who 
   quite likes to taste a poet now and then. 
   A fricassée of Sitwell – tough to chew, 
   quite rare, a point, and seasoned with cayenne. 
   She isn’t very easy to digest. 
We’ll take a butcher’s now at poetess 
 
   Poetess 
 
We’ll take a butcher’s now at ‘poetess’. 
A prestige term, reputedly applied 
to Sappho. Now, the writer’s vilified, 
diminished by the epithet as less 
than poet. Whalebone stays constrain the /ess/ 
in rigid subject matter, ending /y/; 
her domesticity, maternity. 
The angel of the hearth’s her mode of dress. 
Should tonal ranges fade to /y/ as well? 
Gentility and piety – sweet sounds – 
a ‘sweet’ transposed by Plath to something true; 
a housewife/mother/poet’s voice so swelled 
with assonance of stark, the harsh resounds. 
The artist’s part is both to be and do.104 
   Aurora Leigh advocates an equal art/life balance, and Browning herself successfully 
combined marriage with creativity. Lizbeth Goodman perceives the ‘masculine 
worldliness’ of Aurora Leigh to be anomalous: 
                                                     
104 Stella Pye Poet and Geek, Issue 3, 2012, Available: www.poetandgeek.com/issue3/03pye.html 
                 70 
This must have seemed especially surprising as the work of a woman who, 
before her marriage had spent her adult years as a feeble invalid … an 
 almost hopeless bookish recluse, or a caged bird. It was as if Tennyson’s 
‘The Lady of Shalott’ had left her loom, plunged into life and survived 
with aplomb and glee.105 
 
   ‘An almost hopeless bookish recluse’ is hardly consistent with the poet-legislator. 
However, Goodman’s gendered reading of ‘The Lady of Shalott’, in which she perceives 
the Lady’s perception as ‘passive and powerless’, relative to the poem’s visual 
interpretations,  provided the catalyst for this writer’s following ekphrastic poems. 
Christina Rossetti’s ‘In An Artist’s Studio’ (1856) is the starting-point. Rossetti usurped 
the sonnet form: a woman poet interrogating the plight of Lizzie Siddal, her brother’s 
muse for the Lady of Shallot, and other artworks.  Siddal was a (comparatively) minor 
poet and accomplished artist. 
                   In An Artist’s Studio      
One face looks out from all his canvasses, 
   One selfsame figure sits or walks or leans: 
   We found her hidden just behind those screens, 
   The mirror gave back all her loveliness, 
   A queen in opal or in ruby dress, 
   A nameless girl in freshest summer greens, 
   A saint, an angel, every canvas means 
   The self same meaning – more or less. 
   He feeds upon her face by day and night, 
   And she with true kind eyes looks back on him, 
   Fair as the moon and joyful as the light: 
   Not wan with waiting or with sorrow dim; 
   Not as she is, but was when hope was bright, 
   Not as she is, but as she fills his dream. 106 
 
   The present poet’s response explores gender representations in Rossetti’s sonnet, 
including her subversive treatment of the mirror image. Whereas Tennyson’s mirror 




                                                     
105 Goodman, p.52  
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 Gender presentations in ‘In An Artist’s Studio’ 
  
 Rossetti’s just turned Petrarch inside out; 
 subverting expectations of a form 
 where male addressing female is the norm. 
 the poet  - and her readers – are about 
 to rescue Lizzie Siddal, who, throughout 
 the art of Dante Gabriel, transforms 
 to medieval damozel. Re-formed, 
 rehashed, and reconstructed, and re-sprout. 
 Millais and Holman Hunt did that as well. 
 Christina’s less concerned with them, I feel 
 she takes a pot at Dante Gabriel – 
 subverts the mirror image – Lizzie’s real 
 persona reappears. No damozel, 
 no saint, no angel, she herself revealed. 
 
   The following sonnets are imaginary exchanges on perceptions of gender between 
Siddal and Rossetti, in which the present poet permits Siddal the freedom of language 
consistent with discarding the corset. 
 
     Siddal on Rossetti 
   Christina disapproves of me. Not bright 
   enough for Dante Gabriel. Perceives 
   a supermodel, bimbo, tart. Believes 
   I challenge rigid codes of dress. I might 
   decide to let my hair down – so? Alright, 
   I’ve ditched the corset, whalebone strayed. Retrieve  
   it, straight-laced virgin, straight away. Naïve 
   Christina’s way past prudish. Well uptight. 
   And yet – I feel a volta coming on – 
   she wrote that sonnet dwelling on the plight 
   of muses just for me. She looks upon 
   her brother like some kind of parasite. 
   He paints me saint, or angel, Lizzie’s gone. 
   He feeds upon[my] face by day and night. 
 
    Rossetti on Siddal 
   Her octave’s just a tad unwarranted, 
   don’t disapprove at all, it isn’t that. 
   I think Elizabeth’s quite talented, 
   she scribbles a few lines which rhyme – somewhat. 
   Her poetry contains the same old strains 
   of unrequited love, or love that’s lost. 
   Her painting? Rather good: I think she aims 
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   to de-romanticize, convey the cost 
   of daily obligation to conform. 
   Her Lady at Her Loom – in pen and ink – 
   is simple, differs from my brother’s norm 
   of medieval imag’ry. I think 
   it’s just the same with all his canvasses. 
   Her painting shows the Lady’s loneliness. 
   Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s visual interpretation of the Lady of Shalott would seem to 
support Goodman’s ‘passivity’ theory. The following is Siddal’s imagined perception of 
her representation, which portrays Lancelot’s final utterance, supporting Goodman’s 
view of a masculine poem spoken in a masculine voice. 
   Siddal On Her Gendered Representation 
   by Dante Gabriel Rossetti designed for 
Alfred, Lord Tennyson Poems London: 1857 
Moxon. Wood engraving, proof print on 
India paper, 26cm. x 19cm. 
 
It’s all about Sir Lancelot. Not she 
(or me). He dominates pictorial space. 
He’s active, looks intently at my face, 
Expresses reverence and sympathy. 
This emphasizes such profundity 
of Lancelot’s emotions. Just in case 
you’ve missed the point, he’s bending from the waist, 
portraying medieval chivalry. 
My face looks out from all his canvasses? 
Where am I then? My features are obscure, 
my hair and figure hidden. And my dress? 
Its guidelines merge into the boat’s contour 
which doubles as my coffin – more or less. 
I’m passive in extremis, that’s for sure. 
 
   Angus Calder’s new-historicist view of the Lady’s active representation, and the 
poet’s voice as female, contradicts Goodman. Calder locates the poem in the time of 
its production, ‘to early Victorian concerns about poetry and art in general, and the 
ways in which these concerns were gendered’.107 Calder argues that Tennyson not only 
took-on female-centred subject matter of ‘death, desolation and frustration’, but 
adopted a female persona for this particular poem. He also contends that this persona 
‘may have been influenced by Tennyson’s own ambiguous sexual identity.’ 
                                                     
107 Angus Calder in Goodman, p.53 
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   Whilst Goodman’s opinion cannot be dismissed, Calder’s additional point that ‘for 
Tennyson, the inner life of the solitary working artist is feminine’ is cogent. Siddal and 
Waterhouse’s representations of the poem vindicate this theory, and provide an 
opportunity for the present poet to present herself as art critic on these 
representations, in Tennyson’s innovative aaaabcccb rhyme scheme. The poems are 
prefaced with Tennyson’s relevant passages. 
 
           The Lady of Shalott, by William Waterhouse 
            Oil on canvas 
      200 cm x 153 cm 
 Lying robed in snowy white 
That loosely flew to left and right – 
The leaves upon her falling light – 
Through the noises of the night 
She floated down to Camelot: 
And as the boat head would along 
The willowy herbs and fields among, 
They heard her singing her last song, 
The Lady of Shalott. 108 
 
She occupies a smallish space – 
just left of centre she’s been placed – 
the viewer, level with her face 
observes her features full of grace. 
She’s floated down to Camelot. 
The larger space, where nature’s seen – 
the water’s lapis, reeds are green, 
the chink of sky cerulean. 
The Lady of Shalott 
 
is lighted by low-angled light – 
to place her in a flood of bright - 
and dramatize the snowy white. 
The sun is setting on her right 
 as she arrives in Camelot. 
Her face is ashen, hair shines gold. 
Her tapestry of life unfolds, 
its colours fade from hot to cold. 




                                                     
108 Alfred Lord Tennyson, Selected Poems, ed. Aiden Day (London: Penguin) 1991, pp. 26-31 
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confined in guidelines from the trees – 
the time-lines on her tapestry – 
the slant of falling leaves – thus, she’s 
enmeshed in this geometry. 
  She’s anchored down in Camelot. 
Her mouth half-open, starts to sing. 
Two swallows leave the boat, they bring 
her heart to heaven it’s said – on wing, 
The Lady’s of Shalott. 
 
        The Lady of Shalott at her Loom, by Elizabeth Siddal 
   Pen, black ink, sepia ink and pencil on paper 
            16 cm. x 22.3 cm 
         Maas Gallery, London 
 
   There she weaves by night and day 
   A magic web with colours gay. 
She has heard a whisper say, 
A curse is on her if she stay 
             To look down to Camelot. 
She knows not what the curse may be, 
And so she weaveth steadily, 
And little other care hath she, 
          The Lady of Shalott. 
 
The muted colours symbolize 
her grey existence – emphasize 
her stark surroundings – signalize 
monotony. They moralize 
 as she looks down on Camelot. 
A picture of simplicity – 
resigned to domesticity – 
her weaving is utility – 
 the Lady’s of Shalott.  
 
   With the ‘Intentional Fallacy’ proviso, prosodic features in the factory poems by 
Barrett Browning and Hood could be seen to fit the mechanistic political models of 
prosody, express oppression, and indicate their writers’ convictions. Repercussions for 
the present poet were not straightforward in this section. Whilst the sonnet’s regular 
metre and rhyme scheme might flout ‘reflective’ and fit ‘Marxist’ models, their 
application is problematic. Competing voices of oppressor, and oppressed, in the 
‘Cotton Mill’ and ‘Sweatshop Sonnets’, articulate the writer’s ambivalence and ‘Devil’s  
Advocate’ self-presentation. Applying these models to Rossetti’s and Tennyson’s ‘art 
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versus-life’ poems, was equally problematic. Rossetti’s, and the present poet’s, sonnet 
might also seem to flout the application of the ‘reflective’ whilst  fitting the ‘Marxist’ 
models, were it not for their subversive use of the form. Tennyson’s innovative 
prosodic features may have indicated the gender politics of their originator, and 
present poet, alike. 
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         Chapter 4: Making it New: Doolittle doing it differently   
 
This chapter will present the greatest degree of difficulty for this formalist poet, 
because of the need to work in pared-down images, something hitherto unattempted. 
The basis is a consideration of the extent to which Hilda Doolittle’s work differs from 
that of her male counterpart in the Imagist Movement, Ezra Pound, and how she 
exploits Imagist ‘rules’ in her complex self-presentation. The term ‘Imagist’ was coined 
by Pound when, after discussing her poems with Doolittle in 1912, he amended her 
signature to H.D. Imagiste, which in itself, could be considered reductive.  
  
   In his introduction to Imagist Poetry, Peter Jones laments that whilst it ’should be an 
easy matter’ to cope with the Imagists in that only seven poets were ‘intimately 
associated with the movement’, and only five anthologies published, the poems ‘often 
don’t tally with the precepts of the manifesto’.109 The four American poets were Ezra 
Pound, Hilda Doolittle, John Gould Fletcher and Amy Lowell, and the British poets, 
Richard Aldington, F.S. Flint and D.H. Lawrence. There were four annual anthologies 
(1914-17), a manifesto, (1915) and a later anthology (1930). Pound was influenced 
initially by T.E. Hulme’s thinking who, as early as 1904, objected to metrical forms on 
the grounds that ‘it enables people to write verse with no poetic inspiration, and 
whose mind [sic] is not stored with new images.110 
 
   Pound wanted to present new images in order for poetry to respond to the 
fragmented nature of early twentieth-century society, the antithesis of elaborate 
representations of the English countryside and Arthurian legend. He was also against 
the tendency for Victorian poetry to moralize. In 1908 he sent his embryonic ‘rules’ of 
Imagism to William Carlos Williams, envisaging ‘the ultimate attainments of poesy’ 
were 
   To paint the thing as I see it 
   Beauty 
   Freedom from didacticism111 
 
                                                     
109 Peter Jones, Imagist Poetry, (Middlesex: Penguin, 1972) p.13 
110 Thomas Ernest Hughes, in Jones, p.13 
111 Ezra Pound, in Jones, p.13 
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   When Flint met the Americans, he perceived their, as yet unpublished, ‘rules’ to be: 
  1: Direct treatment of the “thing” whether subjective or objective. 
  2: To use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the 
     presentation. 
  3: As to rhythm: to compose in sequence of the musical phrase 
      and not the rhythm of the metronome. 112 
   Pound’s later expatiation called for a precise, vivid, instantaneous image, ‘which 
represents an intellectual or emotional complex in an instant of time’. Poetry should 
‘use no superfluous word, no adjective which does not convey something’. Imagery 
should be concrete, ’Go in fear of abstractions’. Retelling in ‘mediocre verse that which 
has been done in good prose’ was vetoed.113 
 
   Pound’s iconic Imagist poem, ‘In a Station of the Metro’, adheres mostly to these 
conflated ‘rules’. 
   The apparition of these faces in the crowd; 
   Petals on a wet, black bough.114 
The poem, as Jones correctly states, fulfils the ‘notion of a complex’, in that it is ‘an 
interaction of complexes’ in a ‘single image’; that is, subjective imagery being a ‘thing’ 
transformed by the brain into something other than itself, and objective images being 
the ‘thing’ stripped down, yet remaining its essential self.115 Thus, the faces in the 
crowd have become the petals on the bough, pale, round and interacting. There are no 
verbs, just two adjectives and the poem is arrhythmic, although, taken as a whole, the 
first line could be seen as an alexandrine. Pound appropriates the classical structure of 
Japanese Haiku which fulfill Hulme’s speculations about the relationship between 
Romanticism and Classicism: 
 When I say that there will be another classical revival I don’t necessarily 
 anticipate a return to Pope. I say merely that now is the time for such a 
 revival. Given people of the vital capacity, it will be a vital thing; without 
 them we may get a formalism something like Pope. When it does come 
we may not even recognize it as classical. Although it will be classical it  
            
                                                     
112 Frank Stewart Flint, The Fourth Imagist: Selected Poems of F.S. Flint, ed. Michael Copp (Madison: 
Farleigh and Dickinson University Press, 2007) Copp publishes Flint’s note: ‘[The Imagists] had a few 
rules, drawn up for their satisfaction only, and had not published them.’ (p.135) Flint’s perceptions of 
the Americans’ rules quoted also in  Jones p.40 
113 Ezra Pound ‘Some Do’s and Don’ts by an Imagiste’ Poetry Magazine March, 1913, Jones,p.200 
114 Pound ‘In a Station of the Metro’, Jones, p.95 
115 Peter Jones, p.40 
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will be different because it has passed through a romantic period.116 
     
   Pound’s poem deviates from the classical Haiku form (seventeen syllables, 
comprising three phrases of five, seven and five syllables), in that it is a two line poem 
of nineteen syllables. Yet the poem conforms to the extent that it ‘is divided into two 
parts standing in contrast or reversal to each other’.117 Pound contrasts modern urban 
life with rural imagery. This is not unusual, similar juxtapositions were seen in 
Winchilsea’s ‘nature’ poems, the ‘factory poems’ and the present writer’s responses. 
Here though, a Vietnamese fellow PhD student applies Oriental thinking: ‘the crowd 
contains interlacement like the bough, and the words ‘Station of the Metro ’make a 
feeling of busy life like the web of branches.’ 118  
  
   The first creative task then, is to write in similar form based on personal recollection 
and my colleague’s opinion. 
 
         Bolton Bus Station 
         The miners’ faces on the number fourteen bus; 
         Pandas in a bamboo grove. 
 
     Nineteen sixties Northern England urban imagery set against rural oriental seems 
incongruous, but this is not necessarily so. The urban images of miners’ blackened 
faces and white eyes are thrust into comparison with those of the pandas. The words 
‘number fourteen bus’ and ‘bamboo grove’ contain interlacement, create a ‘feeling of 
busy life’, and also, a sense of community. The group of miners coming off their shift 
are interlaced with the group of pandas munching bamboo shoots; thus, an 
‘interaction of complexes’.  There are no verbs or adjectives (unless bamboo is 
adjectival), like Pound’s poem, it is arrhythmic, and taken as a whole, the first line 
could be seen as alexandrine.  Neither ‘In a Station of the Metro’ nor ‘Bolton Bus 
Station’ is didactic. 
 
                                                     
116 Thomas Ernest Hulme, ‘Romanticism and Classicism’, Speculations: Essays on Humanism and the 
Philosophy of Art (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1923) p.117 
117 Tom Lowenstein, Classic Haiku (London: Duncan Baird, 2007) p.16 
118  Dinh, Minh Hang, ‘From Japanese Haiku Poetry to Ezra Pound’s Poems in Haiku Form’ (Bolton: 
University of Bolton) p.21 Work-in-progress, 2014 
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   Consider now to what extent Doolittle’s possibly most anthologized Imagist poem 
‘Oread’ differs from ‘In a Station of the Metro’, and the extent to which she exploits 
Imagist ‘rules’. 
    Oread  
    Whirl up, sea – 
    Whirl your pointed pines, 
      Splash your great pines 
    On our rocks, 
    Hurl your green over us, 
    Cover us with your pools of fir. 
    (S.I.P. 1915)119  
    ‘Oread’ has denominators common to ‘In a Station of the Metro’, economical with 
adjectives, and containing seemingly incongruous imagery. Sea and forest blur in a 
similar way to the faces and petals in Pound’s poem. However, it is arguable that 
gender boundaries also blur. Doolittle could be described as a ‘New Woman’, non-
conformant with Victorian notions of idealized femininity, and bisexual. What follows 
contends that, within the considered poems, Doolittle may be seen to question gender 
stereotyping in her sexually fluid self-presentation. 
 
   From the first word, the poetic voice of the wood nymph commands. ‘Whirl’, both 
verb and imperative, is repeated, and reinforced with ‘Splash … Hurl … Cover’. 
Moreover, these verbs are capitalized - Doolittle does not habitually begin each line 
with a capital letter. They have prominence, aggression and masculinity. Yet, ‘Dryad’ 
(water nymph) was H.D.’s other pseudonym. Thus, there is the possibility of dual 
voices inhabiting the personae of forest and sea nymph simultaneously. The sea 
becomes the forest and the forest becomes the sea. The opposing ‘your’ and ‘our’, 
dominator and dominated, become indistinguishable. They are interchangeable 
entities, androgynous, like Doolittle herself and her genderless initials. Gary Burnett’s 
view that ‘Oread’ is ‘a poem about nothing less than the very creation or discovery of  
an identity within and through poetry’ supports this stance. 120 The interchangeable 
imagery prompted an analogy from the present poet  
                                                     
119 Hilda Doolittle’s ‘Oread’ appeared in Some Imagist Poets, compiled mostly by Doolittle and Aldington. 
Above text in Imagist Poetry, ed. Peter Jones ( Middlesex: Penguin) 1972, p.62 
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    Oread and Dryad 
    A truffle on the forest 
    floor, 
    an oyster on the sea 
    bed. 
   Truffle and oyster inhabit different spatial locations, yet interlace because, although 
they each occupy lowly positions within those zones, and have rough exteriors, they 
contain precious core ingredients.  
 
   Doolittle’s ‘Sea Rose’, with its preoccupation with gender ideology, follows 
organically from ‘Oread’. The poem appeared originally in Some Imagist Poets (1915), 
compiled by H.D. and Aldington, and was later incorporated into her Sea Garden 
collection. ‘Oread’ is not part of that collection, yet the poems have remarkable 
similarities. 
   Sea Rose 
   Rose, harsh rose, 
   marred and with stint of petals, 
   meager flower, thin, 
   sparse of leaf, 
 
   more precious  
   than a wet rose, 
   single, on a stem – 
   you are caught in the drift. 
 
   Stunted, and with small leaf, 
   you are flung on the sands, 
   you are lifted 
   in the crisp sand 
   that drives in the wind. 
 
   Can the spice-rose 
   drip such acrid fragrance 
   hardened in a leaf? 
    
   H. D. (S.I.P. 1915)121 
 
                                                                                                                                                           
120 Gary Dean Burnett, ‘The Identity of ‘H’: Imagism in H.D.’s Sea Garden’, Sagetrieb, 8.3. Maine: 1989 
p.55 
121 Doolittle’s ‘Sea Rose’ in Jones, p.67 
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    ‘Sea Rose’ may be read as a poem querying perceptions of female identity and, as 
such, contravenes the ‘freedom from didacticism’ rule. Doolittle subverts the image of 
the rose, historically associated with love, virtue, purity, and idealized femininity. 
‘Harsh’ is not usually associated with either the rose itself, or its connotations of 
idealized femininity. H.D.’s adjectival choice immediately undermines expectations 
and, compounded by the harsh assonance of this stanza, wrong-foots the reader. We 
hear the thinness of ‘stint … meager… thin’. This is an imperfect specimen.  
 
   Stanza 2 opens with the overtly declarative ‘more precious / than a wet rose,’ i.e. the 
cultivated, perfect rose. ‘Wet’, to twenty-first century readers, might hold the added 
meaning of ‘wimpish’. Contrastingly, the rose’s imperfections, its battle-scars, evoke a 
fighter in a corner. ‘Caught’ might allude equally to the whalebone stays of Victorian 
gender ideology, or the constraints of Imagist ‘rules’. The rose is caught in a ‘drift’ and, 
like Oread, is on the boundary of land and sea, belonging to neither and both. 
 
   Stanza 3 reiterates the rose’s slight stature – ‘stunted and small’. In what seems to be 
an unequal struggle against violent nature, she is ‘flung … lifted / in the crisp sand’ that 
‘drives’ in the wind. ‘Drives’ is a mighty verb; Doolittle’s sand is not merely blown, and 
the verbal accumulation, as in ‘Oread’, ‘contributes to meaning’.  
 
   The final stanza poses the question ‘Can the spice rose / drip such acrid fragrance?’ 
and this brings the adjectival tally to thirteen. This is not exactly minimal in 16 lines, 
but the adjectives fulfil the ‘contribute to the meaning’ rule in that they are 
disproportionately allocated in favour of the ‘harsh’ rose. ‘Sea Rose’ shares certain 
characteristics with the sonnet form: a philosophical argument comprising three 
proposals with a concluding rhetorical question substantiating these propositions. 
Whereas the ‘harsh rose’ is able to transcend the vicissitudes of violent nature and 
social upheaval, the ‘wet rose’ can survive neither.  
 
    ‘Harsh Rose’ from the present poet contains a similar central message, images of the 
brittle flower’s strength, and it explores the potential of poetry to create identity: 
 
                         82 
   Harsh Rose 
   Harsh rose 
   sparse and 
pale, and paper 
thin 
    
driven into 
scratchy sand. 
Abrases pale and paper 
Thin. 
 
Sand and paper 
planes and scrapes. 
Erases hard woods. Softens 
words. 
 
   In her correspondence, Doolittle wrote, ‘the things I write are all indirectly (when not 
directly) inspired by my experiences.122 Concurrent with producing ‘Sea Rose’, the poet 
had a stillborn daughter whilst married to Aldington. Thus, it is possible that ‘stunted 
and with small leaf’ suggests a stillborn foetus and, by extension, the ‘harsh’ rose’s 
strength in her battle against violent nature. This prompts the present writer to 
attempt an Imagist reworking of a sonnet she had written previously on her own 
stillbirth experience. Stillbirth is difficult subject matter for the female poet and, like 
Doolittle, this twenty-first century woman poet needed to distance herself from her 
experience. The sonnet’s associations with love poetry made it a suitable vehicle, and 
its structure enabled procrastination until the final couplet. Even then, another Bolton 
writer’s imagery was ‘borrowed’.123  
                            Sonnet 
  By chance, one day last week I thought of you – 
  I’d read a story in a magazine. 
  It’s not the sort of thing I’ve time to do, 
  but on that day appointment times had been 
  delayed. I sort-of recognized myself – 
  the writer simply said the woman ate. 
  Some women do, and jeopardize their health, 
  would rather sublimate than contemplate. 
  I saw your image next, in words that shed 
  a likeness quite impossible to miss. 
  The author, to her credit, never said  
                                                     
122 Doolittle’s correspondence with George Plank, Yale Archive  
123 Janette Jenkins short story Grace,  Daily Mail ‘You’ Supplement (London: 22.09.2009) p.89 
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  ‘the baby died’, implied it – more or less. 
  Instead, she wrote of nearly- hardened bone, 
  translucent skin, a heart, a cherry stone. 
 
Imagist reworking of ‘Sonnet’      
    Fetid Rose (Draft 1) 
    Contractions - 
    acrid stench - 
    placental slime - 
    jelly baby - 
    dead. 
        
    Pietà  - 
    marble mother – 
    soft-boned babe, translucent - 
    small stone heart and 
    cold. 
 
      
   ‘Fetid Rose’ conforms to Imagist ‘rules’ in that it avoids abstractions and presents a 
complex of imagery economically. ‘Fetid’ and ‘Rose’ seems paradoxical. The title came 
from Doolittle’s ‘acrid’ (‘Sea Rose’); and is reminiscent also of Blake’s ‘The Sick Rose’ 
and Bhatt’s ‘The Stinking Rose’, both of which might be emblematic of female 
genitalia. Eighteen words lead from labour, through delivery, to death. Unlike the 
sonnet, the poem is not a narrative, rather a series of snapshots. The grizzly images of 
the first stanza are transcended by the softer ones of the second. The Pietà, an artistic 
presentation of Mary holding the dead Christ, seemed appropriate imagery for a 
stillbirth. The stanza contains opposing hard and soft imagery, and has stillness.  The 
mother is as still as marble, and the ‘stone’ cold babe and she are eternally united.  
 
   Writing these small poems has been problematic, and writing practices have required 
revision. Generally, when writing formal poetry, I make no drafts, just syllabic and 
accentual stress checks. However, this particular poem was drafted and re-drafted. 
The Bolton Research Group workshopped Draft l, and the general opinion was that 
‘dead’ and ‘cold’ were overstatement. Consequently, ‘dead’ was replaced with ‘Pieta’ 
and ‘cold’ with ‘stone’ in Draft 2. Imagery in the second draft seems sharper without 
the conjunctions of Draft 1. Unlike the sonnet, both drafts tackle the topic head-on. 
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    Fetid Rose (Draft 2) 
    Contractions – 
    acrid stench – 
    jelly-baby. 
    Pieta 
 
    marble mother, 
    soft-boned babe, 
    heart a cherry 
    stone. 
 
   There are tenuous connections between ‘Fetid Rose’ and the final poem in this short 
series; the pieta and the crucifixion. Dinh states that ‘precious terms’ in Haiku such as  
the seasons are ‘turned flexibly into vivid imagery’.124 Cherry blossom (amongst 
others) stands proxy for spring, thus ‘cherry stone’ is a further link in the chain with 
connotations of renewal and of resurrection. 
    He Rose 
    Spiky thorns 
    pierce your forehead, 
    nails drive in your hands, your 
        feet. 
  
    Bloody petals howl the question 
    Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani? 
   The remaining four flower poems in Sea Garden, ‘Sea Lily’, ‘Sea Poppies’, ‘Sea Violet’ 
and ‘Sea Iris’ share similarities with ‘Sea Rose’. The images are clear and highly sensory 
yet they are not, as in ‘In a Station of the Metro’ simply visual. The adjectives and 
verbs, although not exactly minimal, are not superfluous in that they ‘contribute to 
meaning’. As in ‘Sea Rose’, Doolittle subverts conventionally compliant, bending floral 
imagery to explore perceptions of female identity.  
 
   The fragile sea flowers struggle against violent, yet liberating, nature and they are 
transcendental. Sea poppies, ‘spilled near the scrub pines’, remain ‘beautiful’. ‘Sea 
Violet’, ‘fragile as agate’ manages to ‘catch the light’.  ‘Sea Iris’ is a ‘ brittle flower’, yet  
remains a ‘Fortunate one’.  125 ‘One’, of course, is also a personal pronoun, and 
indicative of the potential of poetry to create an identity. 
                                                     
124 Dinh,  op. cit.  p.19 
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   As in ‘Sea Rose’, the flowers are trapped between boundaries of land and sea, 
belonging to neither and to both. ‘Sea Lily’ is presented as a ‘reed’ inhabiting both land 
and sea. ‘Sea Poppies’ are caught  
among wet pebbles  
and drift flung from the sea 
and grated shells   
and grated conch shells. 
Anaphora emphasizes both the level of entrapment and the interconnection between 
land and sea. Generally, grated shells are found on the shoreline and conch shells the 
sea. ‘Sea Iris’ is simultaneously ‘sweet and salt’, tastes and smells of land and sea. The 
sea violet’s ‘grip is frail / on the edge of the sand hills’. 
 
   Finally, cultivated flowers representing Victorian notions of idealized femininity are 
presented negatively when compared with their wild counterparts. The interrogating 
voice asks the sea poppy  
  what meadow yields 
 so fragrant a leaf  
 as your bright leaf?  
When ‘The greater blue violets / flutter on the hill’, the poet rephrases her question 
  
            but who would change for these 
   and who would change for these 
one root of the white sort? 
‘Flutter’ carries connotations of fluttered eyelashes, and evokes the ‘trivial beauties’ so 
despised by Winchilsea. 
   Based on the above, the next poem from the present writer tracks the hardy 
specimen’s hazardous seasonal journey towards renewal. The poem conflates 
selections from Dinh’s listed seasonal imagery: cherry blossom (spring), sun (summer), 
frost, (autumn) and snow (winter) with allusions to Shakespeare and Coleridge.126 
Cherry Blossom 
    Cherry blossom, 
    dragon’s eye, 
 
                                                                                                                                                           
125 Doolittle, Gutenberg EBook of Sea Garden, by H.D. www.gutenberg.org/files/28665-h/28665-h.htm 
pp.12, 25,20,40 
126 William Shakespeare, Sonnet 18, ‘Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines’, Greenblatt, p.1929 
     Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ‘silent icicles’ from ‘Frost at Midnight’, Owens and Johnson, p.181 
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    silent shards, 
    Fuji snow, 
    cherry blossom. 
        
   The following version interchanges seasonal imagery of the first stanza with jewel 
imagery in the second. They are seemingly unrelated, but In Japanese culture, cherry 
blossom symbolizes cloud, because of its profusion. It is also a metaphor for the 
transience of life, intrinsic to the Buddhist concept of mono no aware, meaning ‘the 
pathos of things’.  
    Cherry blossom stone, 
    hiding from the grasshopper, 
    moonbeam and snowflake. 
    Jewel promises 
    of rose-quartz and pearl spring clouds, 
    mono no aware.  
‘Mono no aware’ is not necessarily a negative philosophy. The cherry blossom is jewel 
precious because it is ephemeral. In a similar way, the beauty of the gnat’s song, ‘in a 
wailful choir of the small gnats mourn’ lies in its transience.127  
 
   Finally, consider Pound and Doolittle’s ‘Garden’ poems along with work from this 
writer, in their adherence to, or departure from, Imagist ‘rules’. 
       The Garden 
       En robe de parade, Samain 
   Like a skein of loose silk blown against a wall 
   She walks by the railing of a path 
          in Kensington Gardens, 
   And she is dying piece-meal 
           of a sort of emotional anaemia. 
 
   And around about there is a rabble 
   Of the filthy, sturdy, unlikeable infants of the very poor. 
   They shall inherit the earth. 
 
   In her is the end of breeding, 
   Her boredom is exquisite and excessive. 
   She would like someone to speak to her, 
   And is almost afraid that I 
            will commit that indiscretion.128 
                                                     
127 John Keats, ‘To Autumn’. Owens and Johnson, p.397 
128 Pound in Jones pp.95-96. 
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   This could be considered to be an Imagist poem which does not entirely ‘tally with 
the precepts of the manifesto’. Pound’s 1913 poem appears to flout his own ‘beauty’, 
and ‘freedom from didacticism’, rules. The poem is not obscure, Pound proffers a clue. 
His preface is a quotation from first line of Albert Samain’s 1893 work ‘Mon âme est 
une infante en robe de parade, (‘my soul is a princess in dress parade’).129 This gives an 
impression of the woman in the first stanza as aristocratic. Pound likens her to a ‘skein 
of loose silk blown against a wall’. There are immediate opposing mechanisms of fine 
and rough; the lady is presented as beautiful and fragile, in opposition to the 
roughness of the wall against which she is ‘blown’. ‘Loose’ suggests the lady is adrift in 
society. She walks by the ‘railings’ on the edge of exclusive Kensington Gardens, home 
of the Albert Memorial, which could be perceived to be symbolic of Victorian 
Imperialism. ‘And she is dying piece-meal of a sort of emotional anaemia’ is an 
abstraction, indicative not only of her own steady drip, drip, into obscurity, but 
inherently, of everything she embodies.  
   The reason becomes apparent in the second stanza when she is surrounded by a 
‘rabble’, the rough as opposed to the fine. The longest line of the poem is ‘Of the filthy, 
sturdy, unlikeable infants of the very poor’, yet the adjectives are not superfluous 
because they ‘contribute to meaning’. The long line equals the long succession of the 
progeny of the poor.  ‘Filthy’ does not tally with Pound’s ‘beauty’ rule, and ‘unlikeable’ 
does not totally tally with ‘no didacticism’. The lady and her class are a dying breed, 
whereas the ‘sturdy’ lower class are healthy. ‘They shall inherit the earth’ might be 
indicative of domination by the lower classes.130 Because the children (and their class) 
are ‘unlikeable’, it is not unreasonable to think that the poet laments the demise of the 
ruling classes. The final stanza’s ‘In her is the end of breeding’ would seem to reinforce 
this view. Her boredom is ‘exquisite’ and whilst paradoxically ‘she would ‘like someone 
to speak to her’, it cannot be with her social inferiors, in this case, the voyeuristic 
poetic ‘I’ who may be the main protagonist.  
 
   The following exercise from the present poet revisits a ‘garden’ in which the steady 
drip, drip of common courtesy in present-day society is a grave concern. The cake and 
                                                     
129 Translation from http://poesiefrancais/weblog/classique/poems   
130 ‘The meek shall inherit the earth’ St. Matthew 5:5 King James Bible  
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extended culinary conceits, were inspired by Webb’s lyrics.131 There are elements of 
role reversal, the Union Jack image is emblematic of a dying breed of gentleman, and 
unlike Pound’s silent Petrarchan Laura, the female poet-speaker speaks, albeit 
indirectly. The apron image carries interchangeable connotations of working class 
domesticity and creativity. There is a degree of poetic licence: although the Bolton 
park was renamed Queens Park in celebration of Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897, 
there is no commemorative statue of the monarch.  ‘Queens Park’, like Pound’s poem 
‘The Garden’, could be seen to flout ‘beauty’ and ‘freedom from didacticism’ rules. 
          Queens Park 
Like a Union Jack cake left out in the rain, 
   he crumbles by Her monument inside 
              Her park, 
   and he is dying. Drip-drip, 
                     his blood red icing trickles down. 
      
   For all around Her person lies a lake 
   of stagnant scum; piss, lager cans and voddy bottles, ‘gear’. 
    They have inherited Benefits. 
 
   He wants to bake himself again. 
   Those fine ingredients – where are they now? 
   He’d like to ask if anyone remembers, 
   sees my apron, turns away. So to myself, I say 
             ‘I’ve found your recipe’. 
 
Consider next Doolittle’s          Garden  
        (S.I.P. 1913) 
     1 
You are clear, 
   O rose, cut in a rock, 
   hard as the descent of hail. 
 
   I could scrape the colour 
   from the petal 
   like spilt dye from a rock. 
 
   If I could break you 
   I could break a tree. 
               
                                                     
131 Jimmy Webb , ‘MacArthur Park’ (1968)  
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   If I could stir 
   I could break a tree. 
   I could break you. 
     
    II 
   O wind, 
   rend open the heat, 
   cut apart the heat, 
   rend it sideways. 
 
   Fruit can not drop 
   through this thick air: 
   fruit can not fall into heat 
   that presses up and blasts 
   the points of pears 
   and rounds the grapes. 
 
   Cut the heat, 
   plough through it, 
   turning it on either side 
of your path. 132 
   The two parts of Doolittle’s poem might appear to be as unrelated to each other as 
the entire work relates to that of Pound. However, they could be read as an organic 
progression in which Pound’s lady, his fading rose, becomes a hard-edged ‘New 
Woman’ non-conformist and, inherently railing against the constraints of Imagism. In a 
1955 letter to Prof. Norman Holmes Pearson, Doolittle wrote, ‘I feel the early poems 
were written to be painted or chizzled rather than to be dramatized’.133 ‘Chizzled’ is 
apposite for part 1 of the poem. As in ‘Sea Rose’ and the Sea Garden collection, the 
poet subverts floral imagery by hardening it, in this instance the rose is both chizzled, 
‘cut in rock’, and dramatized.  Julie Minchew makes the cogent assertion  
 
  If the rose is Imagist poetry, the conditional assertions  
exemplify her dualistic desire to break femininity and 
the Imagist code. But in order to ‘break’ the rose 
she must possess superhuman strength.134    
 
 
                                                     
132 Doolittle ‘Garden’ in Jones, p.66 
133 Doolittle’s  letter in Julie Bremick  Minchew, ‘The Wind Had Ruffled Her Petal: H.D.’s Floral Identity’ 
(Georgia: University of Georgia, 2004) p.33 
134 Minchew, ibid, p.27 
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   Textual evidence supports this stance. The rose is addressed directly, the verb 
aggressive, ‘I could scrape the colour / from the petal’. Internal dialogue reasons: ‘If I 
could break you / I could break a tree’. ‘If I could stir’ suggests either inertia, restraint 
or, in view of the invoking voice in Part II, of witchcraft. The poem might be ‘chizzled’, 
but does not lack ‘dramatization’.  
    Part ll sees hardness replaced by equally impermeable heat. In Part l, as in ‘Oread’, 
the voice invokes the liberating wind directly in repeated verbal imperatives ‘rend ...  
cut...rend ... cut’. The voice, reasoning why such force is necessary, enacts the heat’s 
slowness. ‘Fruit can not drop’ (not ‘cannot’) and ‘through the thick air’ is difficult to 
enunciate, the line cannot be read quickly. ‘Fruit can not drop’ is repeated in line 3, 
and the anaphoric device compounds the feeling of heaviness. Minchew has it that the 
heat ‘presses up and blunts the points of pears’ in ‘unmistakably phallic imagery’.135 If 
this is so, then the heat is as masculine as the rose. This is paradoxical, but in light of 
her view that Doolittle desires to ‘break femininity and the Imagist code’, reasonable 
nonetheless. The poem concludes with further verbal imperatives; ‘cut ... plough ... 
turn’ the heat. All the verbs are a violent, and the wind is being asked to do the job for 
the poet who is, as in Pound’s poem, the main protagonist.  
 
  This formalist poet finds Doolittle’s garden a heartening place in her struggle to write 
pared-down poetry, and her final creative task is to confront Imagist rules in a similar 
manner to Doolittle’s. Pandora’s statue and a wrecked ship stand proxy for Imagism 
    Imagism 
     l 
    Garden centre statue, 
    concrete casting, 
    limestone blast. 
    I could scrape your verdigris 
    with wire wool, 
    scour you alabaster white. 
 
    If I could prise open your box, 
    I could abstract concrete nouns. 
 
    Could I bash you with a hammer, 
                                                     
135 Minchew, p.27 
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    smash your atoms, 
    crack your code? 
     
 
     ll 
 
    Prospero, come, 
    conjure-up a gale, 
    blow till thou burst thy wind. 
 
    Wrecked ships can not steer 
    through coral reefs: 
      
    ship wrecks can not steer 
    through seas of sands 
    that bog her 
    bows. 
 
    Blow wind, blow, 
    hurl the sea 
    from the land. 
    Burst thy wind.  
     
   Both ‘garden’ poems, then, might be said to flout Imagist rules. In attempting to 
‘crack femininity and Imagism’, Doolittle discards both the corset in which Victorian 
gender ideology would constrain her, and the corset in which male Imagists had 
confined themselves.  As discussed, in writing ‘The Garden’, Pound also frees himself 
from two of his fundamental Imagist rules. . Pound’s poem might be said to deplore 
perceived social disintegration to be relative to the rise of the bourgeoisie, and lament 
the futility of attempting to find a solution. In this chapter, the present writer found a 
solution to tackling the ‘stillbirth’ problem in a writing exercise. The pared-down 
poems may make less pleasing reading than the original sonnet, but their surprisingly 
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                     Chapter 5: Self-Portraits: Elizabeth Jennings and Philip Larkin 
 
  Student:               I wanted to ask you, because I see that some 
    of the other people in this new movement ... 
  Willoughby: There is no movement. 
  Student:  But I thought... 
  Willoughby: Sorry, no movement. All made up by the 
    Literary Editor of the Spectator. 
 
    Malcolm Bradbury, Eating People is Wrong (1959) 136 
 
 
This chapter has a continuing concern with visual images when considering, and 
producing creative responses to, a small selection of mainly ekphrastic poetry from 
two ‘Movement’ poets, Elizabeth Jennings and Philip Larkin. However, as the above 
quotation from Malcolm Bradbury might indicate, the seemingly elusive nature of the 
‘Movement’ presents a challenge for the present student in responding thus. 
 
   The Spectator’s Literary Editor, J.D. Scott, coined the term ‘The Movement’.  His 
leader, claiming that ‘The Movement, as well as being anti-phoney, is anti-wet; 
sceptical, robust, ironic ...’ appeared on October 1st 1954.  Yet, as Blake Morrison 
points out 
   This was not the first time in the 1950s that there had been talk of a new 
 movement in British writing. Already in the poetry anthology Springtime 
 (1953), on the BBC Third Programme, and in periodicals like Encounter, the 
 New Statesman and the Times Literary Supplement, tentative references 
 to a new generation of writers had been made. But this was the most striking 
 and comprehensive account so far. It was also the first time that the emerging 
group had been given the luxury of a definite article and capital letters: 
henceforth it would not be just ‘a  movement’ but ‘the Movement’.137   
    
   Scott named two poets, Donald Davie and Thom Gunn, and three fiction writers, 
Kingsley Amis, Iris Murdoch and John Wain. However as Morrison states, a ‘better 
indication of personnel’ appeared in two anthologies. Poems by Kingsley Amis, Robert 
Conquest, Donald Davie, J.D. Enright, John Holloway, Elizabeth Jennings, Philip Larkin 
and John Wain appeared in Poets of the 1950s (1955) edited by Enright. These poets 
were also represented in Conquest’s New Lines (1956) along with the work of Thom 
Gunn. Thus, Morrison has it, ‘in the years since 1956, the term ‘the Movement’ has  
                                                     
136 Malcolm Bradbury in Blake Morrison, The Movement: English Poetry and Fiction of the 1950s (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press) 1980, p.1 
137 Morrison, p.2 
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come to be taken to mean these nine poets.’138 Although they were better known as 
poets, Conquest, Enright and Larkin also wrote fiction, and although they were more 
renowned as novelists, Amis and Wain wrote poetry also. 
      
   Despite Morrison’s claiming ‘the view that the Movement was a journalistic 
invention or agreed fiction can no longer be allowed to stand’, he provides contrary 
evidence. He cites Larkin’s having ‘no sense at all’ of belonging to a movement, and 
Jennings’s opinion that ‘it is the journalists, not the poets themselves, who have 
created the poetic movements of the fifties.’139  
  
   ‘The Movement’ originated in Oxbridge, beginning with the friendship cemented 
between Larkin and Amis at Oxford, and the paths of the other New Lines poets 
crossed. For example, Jennings was a contemporary of Amis and Larkin at Oxford, and 
her work was admired by Thom Gunn who visited her in Oxford in 1953. Gunn, Enright 
and Davie attended different Cambridge colleges at different times between 1938 and 
1953, and had, as Morrison states ‘little possibility of becoming acquainted.’140 
However, the poets appear to have been a group of disparate individuals, in that, 
unlike the Imagists, they were not all in the same place at the same time, working to 
the ‘rules’ of the same manifesto. They appear to have been influenced by each 
others’ creative and critical output. As Morrison states, Davie’s Purity of Diction in 
English Verse (1954) was noticed by Wain, Enright and Amis. Of his book, Davie 
explained, ‘I like to think that if the group of us had ever cohered enough to subscribe 
to a common manifesto, it might have been Purity of Diction in English Verse.’ Whilst 
Davie was not exactly saying that his book was a manifesto, he was advocating 
‘retrenchment’, a return to former economic usages of metaphor, ‘purifying’ rather 
than experimenting with language.  This was the antithesis of, and a reaction against, 
what may be perceived as the comparatively metaphorically incontinent New 
Apocalypse poetry, evident, for example, in J.F. Hendry’s ‘Cymbals’ (‘I break the crust 
of music into sad horizons. / Waves lap graves lit in the anchorage of suns.’ 141 Of the  
                                                     
138 Morrison, p.3 
139 Morrison, p.4 
140 Morrison p.29 
141Maurice Lindsay ed.,  Poetry Scotland Second Collection, (Glasgow: McClellan 1945) p.44 
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continent use of metaphor by English poets in the latter half of the eighteenth century, 
Davie had ‘come to believe that what seems poverty is sometimes economy and that 
this economy in metaphor produces something poetic ...’142 
 
   Thus, Scott’s ‘anti-wet, anti-phoney, robust and ironic’ definitions of ‘Movement’ 
poetry, and Davie’s call for ‘economy in metaphor’, will be the touchstones for this 
chapter’s concern with the extent to which Jennings’s work differs from that of Larkin. 
What this says about Larkin and Jennings’s self-presentation in their representations of 
visual art is central to the discussion. Given that the poems the present writer will 
produce will be based upon this contemplation, the implication for her own self-
presentation in these responses is intrinsic. Firstly, consider Larkin’s depiction of a pin-
up girl in his poem, ‘Sunny Prestatyn’. 
           Sunny Prestatyn 
Come to Sunny Prestatyn 
   Laughed the girl on the poster, 
   Kneeling up on the sand 
   In tautened white satin. 
   Behind her, a hunk of coast, a 
   Hotel with palms 
   Seemed to expand from her thighs and 
   Spread breast-lifting arms. 
 
   She was slapped up one day in March. 
   A couple of weeks, and her face 
   Was snaggle-toothed and boss-eyed; 
   Huge tits and a fissured crotch 
   Were scored well in, and the space 
   Between her legs held scrawls 
   That set her fairly astride 
   A tuberous cock and balls 
 
   Autographed Titch Thomas, while 
   Someone had used a knife 
   Or something to stab right through 
   The moustached lips of her smile. 
   She was too good for this life. 
   Very soon, a great transverse tear 
   Left only a hand and some blue 
   Now Fight Cancer is there. 143  
                                                     
142 Donald Davie Introduction to Purity of Diction in English Verse (London: Chatto and Windus 1954) p.1 
Available: www.onlinearchive.co  
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   An initial reading may convey an impression of the poem as a crude, sexist 
representation of female sexuality, suggesting a misogynistic self-presentation, and 
seemingly fitting Scott’s ‘anti-wet, robust, and ironic’ criteria. Larkin could be seen to 
be writing in a tradition in which, as William May states, ‘the male ekphrastic poet 
assumes a male audience just as the male portrait painter does...’144 However, the 
initial reading may be unreliable, and a second viewing could show Larkin aiming at  
both male and female audiences by setting-up offensive attitudes for demolition 
purposes. As Edward Reiss believes, the poem turns the tables on the male sex, the ‘ad 
designers and its defilers’: 
  It is the full-blooded, poetic embodiment, enjoyment, and 
  thus exposure of the panoply of everyday misogyny, in its  
crass, complex and casual appearances, its pranks and jokes, 
that makes ‘Sunny Prestatyn’ worth considering.145  
 
   Larkin’s ‘colour palette’ supports Reiss’s stance, his use of rhyme and language 
showing tonal shifts from light to dark. Whilst disyllabic half-rhymes are light-hearted 
in Stanza 1, (‘poster/coast a’) they are replaced by monosyllabic, full, more sinister 
rhymes in Stanza 3 (‘knife/life’). It could be considered that slippage of language is 
synonymous with slippage in society, and lexis becomes coarser as the initially 
‘laughing’ girl becomes defaced. ‘Breasts’ and ‘thighs’ degenerate to ‘tits’ and ‘crotch’. 
‘Cancer’ might be seen to be metaphorical for the poem’s seeming crudeness, thereby 
fulfilling Davie’s ‘economic’ criterion. This possible interpretation of ‘Sunny Prestatyn’ 
facilitated the following response from the present poet. 
Larkin in Sunny Prestatyn  
 
abcabdcd. 
It might be said that Larkin fosters 
tone by rhyme. In Stanza 1:    
polysyllabics, bright not seedy. 
A poster girl. Where, on the Costas?  
                                                                                                                                                           
143 Philip Larkin, Collected Poems, ed. Anthony Thwaite (London: The Marvell Press and Faber and Faber 
Limited) 1988, p.149 
144 William May ‘Verbal and visual art in twentieth-century British women’s poetry’ The Cambridge 
Companion to Twentieth-Century British and Irish Women’s Poetry, ed. Jane Dowson (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press 2011) p.43 
     
 
145  Edward Reiss ‘Poetry and Prejudice: Sexual Politics in Sunny Prestatyn’ About Larkin 1999, p.2 
www.philiplarkin.com/pdf/essays/poetry 
              96 
No, Prestatyn - wearing satin –  
where it never rains. Dream on! 
She’s ‘kneeling’ on the sand - not sat in – 
 
yeah, I know, that should be ‘sitting’. 
                                        In Stanza 2: she’s ‘slapped-up’, joke-ish, 
action splattered Jackson Pollock, 
‘slapper’ - if we’re not hair-splitting. 
The slang’s conniving, laddish, bloke-ish.  
‘Join the club lads, you belong.  
Scrawl a tuberous cock and bollocks, 
(what she’s needed all along). 
 
In stanza 3: the rhymes are full. And dark. 
‘Life’ rhymes with ‘knife’ and ‘tear’- 
at first I read  it ‘tear’ (rhymed ‘hear’) 
but no, it’s harsher, stark - 
the killer phrase Fight Cancer’s there. 
And that’s where Larkin hits the spot, 
Screws-up the ‘rape the image’ jeer, 
the ad designers, ad defilers. Carcinogens or what?  
   
     The ‘summary poem’ is one approach to responding to ‘Sunny Prestatyn’, a 
problematic task for the woman poet, in that creativity might otherwise descend into a 
feminist rant. Unlike Larkin’s distanced third-person omniscient narrative voice, the 
poetic ‘I’ utters this response, which nonetheless mainly reports what it sees. The 
writer, like Larkin, displays a preoccupation with slippage of language, self-correcting 
as she goes along. Her ‘shading’ appears to compliment that of Larkin, with light-
hearted half-rhymes giving way to heavier full rhymes. Whilst opting to use Larkin’s 
italicized slang could suggest a ‘wet’ self-presentation to the reader, her rhyming slang 
with ‘Pollock’ might, alternatively, reveal a ‘robust’ self-portrayal. Contemplate Larkin’s 
   Lines on a Young Lady’s Photograph Album 
At last, you yielded up the album, which, 
Once open, sent me distracted. All your ages 
Matt and glossy on the thick black pages! 
Too much confectionery, too rich: 
I choke on such nutritious images. 
My swivel eye hungers from pose to pose – 
In pigtails, clutching a reluctant cat; 
Or furred yourself, a sweet girl-graduate; 
Or lifting a heavy-headed rose 
Beneath a trellis, or in a trilby hat 
                97 
(Faintly disturbing, that, in several ways)- 
From every side you strike at my control, 
Not least through these disquieting chaps who loll 
At ease about your earlier days: 
Not quite your class, I’d say, dear, on the whole. 
 
   These opening stanzas appear to present the poetic ‘I’ salivating over photographs of 
a young lady. As in ‘Sunny Prestatyn’, there are immediate sexual connotations. In 
stanza 1, ‘yielding’ and ‘opened’ place the album in a physical arena, the speaker 
‘chokes on such nutritious images’. Whilst ‘distracted’, and ‘Strikes at my control’, 
suggests an easily assailed persona, because the speaker has the album, he is, 
nonetheless, apparently in control. Photographs of a woman in a man’s hand put him 
in a position of power, similar to the power exercised by the defacers of the poster girl 
in ‘Sunny Prestatyn’. However, the following stanzas read: 
   But o, photography! as no art is, 
   Faithful and disappointing! that records 
   Dull days as dull, and hold-it smiles as frauds, 
   And will not censor blemishes  
   Like washing lines, and Hall’s - Distemper boards. 
 
   But shows the cat as disinclined, and shades 
   A chin as doubled when it is, what grace 
   Your candour thus confers upon your face! 
   How overwhelmingly persuades 
   That this is a real girl in a real place.146 
 
    Two exclamation marks in the first two sentences signal the alarm. This poem is not 
necessarily charting merely the speaker’s relationship with the young lady, but is also 
addressing the artifice of photography and, by extension art, whether painterly or 
poetic. The woman’s ‘yield[ing]’ the album, a construction of herself, in that the 
photographs are selected and arranged, enables the poet-speaker to construct his 
lines. Thus, Larkin could be constructing himself as a poet constructing others. If this is 
so, this meta-poetic poem engages directly with poetic self-fashioning and, as such, 
can be described as ‘anti-phoney’. ‘Dull days as dull’ takes ‘economy in metaphor’ to 
the extreme, In light of this, contemplate Larkin’s 1954 poem ‘Toads’ 
 
                                                     
146 Larkin,  p.71 
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                      Toads 
    Why should I let the toad work 
          Squat on my life? 
    Can’t I use my wit as a pitchfork 
           And drive the brute off? 
 
    Six days a week it soils 
          With its sickening poison – 
    Just for paying a few bills! 
         That’s out of proportion. 
 
    Lots of folk live on their wits: 
          Lecturers, lispers, 
    Losels, loblolly-men, louts - 
         They don’t end as paupers; 
 
    Lots of folk live up the lanes 
          With fires in a bucket, 
    Eat windfalls and tinned sardines – 
          They seem to like it. 
         
    Their nippers have got bare feet, 
         Their unremarkable wives 
    Are skinny as whippets – and yet 
          No one actually starves. 
 
    Ah, were I courageous enough 
          To shout stuff your pension! 
    But I know all too well, that’s the stuff 
          That dreams are made on. 
 
    For something sufficiently toad-like 
         Squats in me, too; 
    Its hunkers are heavy as hard luck, 
         And cold as snow, 
 
    And will never allow me to blarney 
          My way to getting 
    The fame and the girl and the money 
          All at one sitting. 
 
    I don’t say, one bodies the other 
         One’s spiritual truth; 
    But I do say it’s hard to lose either, 
        When you have both. 147 
                                                     
147 Larkin, pp. 89-90 
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    A denominator common to Larkin’s poems examined thus far is self-reflexion, and 
‘Toads’ is no exception. Larkin can be seen to be saying ‘Look here, I’m a poet and 
wizard wordsmith!’ He might well have been disgruntled with certain aspects of his 9-5 
daily slog as a librarian and his possibly jaundiced view of lecturers is conveyed in what  
initially appears akin to Dodgson’s ‘nonsense’ language. However, this is not, perhaps, 
a case of Larkin wanting to say ‘Stuff your pension!’ per se, but an exploration of 
images and what images, rather than reality, mean to him. It might not be stretching 
credibility too far to say that for Larkin, images were more substantial than reality. This 
poem is concerned with acting, posturing and, overwhelmingly, with the image of the 
toad, an economical, ‘tick-all-the-boxes’ metaphor for the weight of work and the 
working day. ‘Ticks-all-the-boxes’ is used in the sense that it fulfils each criterion of 
Lakoff and Johnson’s conceptual metaphor theory.148 The leap between 1980 theory 
and Larkin’s 1954 poem seems incongruous. Yet, given that the present writer is self-
consciously engaging with Larkin’s creativity, a possible bridge between the male poet 
writing then, and this woman writing now, is middle-distance metaphorical theory. 
This is akin to reading through her varifocal spectacles.  Her first response outlines 
Lakoff and Johnson’s criteria for conceptual, structural, ontological and orientation 
metaphors. The allusion to Dodgson’s Jabberwocky, ‘Brillig and the slithy’ (four o’clock 
and slimy), seems in keeping with Larkin’s word play, and also with Tenniel’s 
illustration of the Jabberwock which resembles a toad.  
        Larkin’s Toads 
Conceptual metaphors: borrowed time 
Worth your while =s time is money 
Does I spent an hour mean I spent a dime, 
a dollar, on your alimony? 
                             
Structural metaphors: introrse, extrorse        
one thing structured just like another,             
work  =s resource,  time =s resource,           
introrse and extrorse, one way or another.     
                       
Ontologics: personification.                  
Backs us in a corner. Makes us sick,                   
Eats up all the profits (that’s inflation).        
                                                     
148 This huge theory has the basic tenet ‘If our conceptual system is largely metaphorical … what we do 
every day is largely a matter of metaphor’ George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By 
(Chicago: Chicago University Press 1980) p.3 
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Takes its toll on us. Gets on our wick. 
          
Orientational: happy looking up. 
Sad looking down. 
F.T. slumps, have I bought a pup? 
Hang Seng soars down in Chinatown. 
 
 ‘Toads’ as a metaphor ticks every box - 
Lakoff and Johnson done to a ‘t’. 
‘Toads’ are economical, Larkin’s toad croaks: 
‘Call me a meaney, Ebenezer Stingy.’ 
 
The second response, engaging directly with Larkin’s creativity, demonstrates how 
‘toads’ fulfil Lakoff and Johnson’s criteria. 
               ‘It’s Never the Wrong time to Call on Toad’ 
 
Toad as a concept? Something slimy, 
toadies to the gaffer, licks his boots. 
Yes Sir! No Sir! Brillig and the slithy,  
losels, lispers, loblollys and louts. 
   
Toad as a structure? Heavy as lead - 
heavy and hard as luck says Larkin – 
heavy is hard, and hard is heavy. 
Toad as a structure keeps on workin’. 
        
Ontologics? Sickens and poisons; 
toxins from its warts can make you sick, 
won’t respond to anti-toxic lotions,  
doesn’t give a monkey’s, skin’s so thick. 
 
Orienteering? All pervasive, 
squats on your shoulder, can’t be lifted, 
dives inside you, grave case of invasive, 
Wit as a pitchfork? Toad’s sooooo gifted. 
  
   A pragmatic way of comparing and contrasting Larkin’s poetry with that of Elizabeth 
Jennings, is an exploration of two of their poems having similar titles, ‘Absences’ and 
‘Absence’.        
        Absences 
 
Rain patters on a sea that tilts and sighs. 
Fast-running floors, collapsing into hollows, 
Tower suddenly, spray-haired. Contrariwise, 
A wave drops like a wall: another follows, 
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Wilting and scrambling tirelessly at play 
Where there are no ships and no shallows. 
               
Above the sea, the yet more shoreless day, 
Riddled by wind, trails lit-up galleries: 
They shift to giant ribbing, sift away. 
 
Such attics cleared of me! Such absences! 149 
 
   Larkin’s electing to make ‘Absences’ a terza rima indicates a formally-aware poet 
fashioning himself as such. The form ends with a single line to rhyme with the second 
line of the preceding tercet. Here, the line is particularly declarative: in its isolation, its 
two exclamations and change from third person narration to use of first person 
pronoun. As Professor Graham Chesters has it, ‘the poet in the garret wilfully creates 
an imaginary poetic universe to escape from the tribulations of the day’. He also avers 
that ‘attics cleared of me’ heralds the ‘sweeping aside of the mythic self-portraits with 
their inevitable subjectivity.’ Conversely, and despite despising ‘myth-kitty’, Larkin 
appears to perpetuate the myth. Chesters identifies the metaphorical architectural 
reference points, all man-made structures: ‘floor ... walls ... galleries ... attics’ which 
Larkin ascribes to the natural phenomenon of the sea.150 Chesters’s theory might be 
extended, though.  Larkin would undoubtedly have an awareness of Donne’s ‘The 
Canonization’. Consider lines 28-34 of the fourth stanza:  
   We can die by it, if not live by love,   
      And if unfit for tombs and hearse 
   Our legend be; it will be fit for verse; 
   And if no piece of chronicle we prove, 
      We’ll build in sonnets pretty rooms; 
      As well a well-wrought urn becomes 
   The greatest ashes, as half-acre tombs, 
      And by these hymns, all shall approve 
      Us canonized for love: 151 
 
   ‘Absences’ is not a sonnet, yet has a formal structure nonetheless, and Larkin’s 
extended architectural conceit reminds one of the above lines. The construction of the   
‘pretty rooms’ within Larkin’s terza rima prompted the following response from the 
present writer, in which she attempts to present herself as poet, theorist and critic. 
                                                     
149 Larkin, p.49 
150 Graham Chesters, ‘Tireless play: Speculations on Larkin’s “Absences”’, Available: 
philiplarkin.com/pdfs/essays/absences/-gchesters.pdf 
151 John Donne,  Smith pp.47-38 
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      Lines on Larkin’s ‘Absences’ 
 
He wilfully constructs a universe 
in which he can escape; at first, it seems 
to nature, sea that tilts and sighs. The terz- 
a rima form suggests recurring themes. 
And yet: fast running floors - a metaphor 
for gullies - tower suddenly, don’t skim 
 
or skitter, drop like walls upon the shore, 
and yet, a shoreless day . And galleries 
and attics, cleared (he claims) of him. All floors 
 
   conceited, ‘pretty rooms’. No absences. 
 
      
Now, Jennings’s             Absence                   
I visited the place where we last met. 
Nothing was changed, the gardens were all tended, 
The fountains sprayed their usual steady jet; 
There was no sign that anything had ended 
and nothing to instruct me to forget. 
 
The thoughtless birds that shook out of the trees, 
Singing an ecstasy I could not share, 
Played cunning in my thoughts. Surely in these 
Pleasures there could not be pain to bear 
Or any discord shake the level trees 
 
It was because the place was just the same 
That made your absence seem a savage force, 
For under all the gentleness there came 
An earthquake tremor: fountain, birds and grass 
Were shaken by my thinking of your name. 152  
 
     A major difference between the two poems is Jennings’s addressing a particular 
person, whether male or female. Her delivery is clear, and devoid of irony. However, it 
is a poem in which Jennings presents herself as a poet, as did Larkin. Her altering the 
iambic pentameter of line 1 to the hendecasyllabic lines 2 and four, with the highly 
stabilizing two-syllable rhyme, and with the trochaic stress on ‘Nothing’, establishes 
aurally that things had, indeed, changed. There is a constant tension between outward 
normality and inner-implosion; the fountains’ ‘steady jet’ and ‘ecstatic’ bird song are at  
                                                     
152  Elizabeth Jennings: Collected Poems (1953-1985) (Manchester: Carcanet 1987)  p.33 
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odds with the extended earthquake conceit. In common with Larkin’s poem, it is one in 
which contrasting stillness and violent energy pervades and, like Larkin, Jennings may 
have been aware of another poem. Louis MacNeice used an ababa rhyme scheme in 
his poem ‘Meeting Point’ (1939) and, although he repeats the first and fifth lines in 
each stanza whilst Jennings does not, it is, like Jennings’s poem one in which the 
passage of time cannot diminish love.153  
           Lines on Jennings’s ‘Absence’ 
Revisiting the place alone, she claims 
nothing was changed, and yet, her  form belies her 
insistence. Stress and metric change declaims 
there was no sign that anything was over, 
the fountains’ steady jet , she counterclaims. 
 
Some further paradoxes stanza 2: 
birds are ‘shaken’ from their trees: not a verb 
to suit their singing ecstasy, sounds too ... 
unnatural, a forced discomfort, curbs 
and contradicts no discord. Then the true 
 
extent of absence shows,  in stanza 3, 
a savage force. The garden’s not the same: 
all nature shaken by the nameless s/he 
the earthquake that’s remembrance of the name 
demolishes the place it used to be. 
 
   This poem, attempting to emulate Jennings’s rhyme scheme, and accentual and 
syllabic changes from line one to line two, is spoken in my own voice, reflecting upon, 
and respecting, ‘Absence’. Jennings’s stylistic devices may be considered to be 
inherent to the disparities between outward normality and inner devastation. In 
Stanza 2, the point is made that the onomatopoeic ‘shaken’ is at odds with the trilling 
‘singing ecstasy’.  Ellipses between ‘too ... unnatural’ signify aurally and visually the 
pause for reflection. Stanza 3 quotes Jennings’s harshly assonantal ‘savage’ in 
opposition to the softly assonantal ‘same’ in that line. Jennings’s poem is a powerful 
one with which some readers might identify, in that, at some point, the remembrance 
of a name has had the power to demolish their personal universe.  
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p.192  
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    The task of outlining similarities and differences between Jennings’s ‘Absence’ and 
Larkin’s ‘Absences’ in terms of who is speaking of what, when, and to whom, and why, 
in terms of both cause and effect is problematic. One approach is interweaving each 
poet’s lines into a terza rima in such a way that they follow syntactically and 
semantically without compromising the rhyme scheme. This is an attempt to perform a 
solo duet, and one solution to this ventriloquistic experiment is according different 
font colours to each poet. 
              Absence and Absences 
 
First person pronoun ‘I’, her own voice speaks 
Omniscient narration starts his piece, 
a former meeting place is where she seeks 
 
                                        at first, he seems to be by sighing seas, 
to discourse in the present of the past, 
Initially, he’s present tense; he sees 
 
of visiting the garden where she last 
and hears the images inside his head; 
encountered ‘he’ or ‘she’. constructing fast 
 
and slow alternate scenes. She hasn’t said 
the person’s name, it’s either we or you, 
His audience, I think, more widely-spread. 
 
She’s written it, in part, of someone who ... 
He’s written it because he wants to play 
With metaphors. whose very name construes 
 
an earthquake shaking nature, as she says. 
Both metaphysical, I think, in different ways. 
 
    Contemplate                Rembrandt’s Late Self-Portraits 
You are confronted with yourself. Each year 
The pouches fill, the skin is uglier. 
You give it all unflinchingly. You stare 
Into yourself, beyond. Your brush’s care 
Runs with self-knowledge. Here 
 
Is a humility at one with craft. 
There is no arrogance. Pride is apart  
From this self-scrutiny. You make light drift 
The way you want. Your face is bruised and hurt 
But there is still love left. 
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Love of the art and others. To the last 
Experiment went on. You stared beyond 
Your age, your times. You also plucked the past 
Tempered it. Self-portraits understand 
And old age can divest, 
 
With truthful changes, us of fear of death. 
Look, a new anguish. There, the bloated nose, 
The sadness and the joy. To paint’s to breathe, 
And all the darknesses are dared. You chose 
What each must reckon with. 154 
 
 
   Jennings said ‘form is not a jelly-mould’ and ‘I almost never choose a form and then 
write, it comes together’. 155 Nonetheless, she once again employs the ababa rhyme 
scheme in a poem in which ‘there is still love left’. However, enjambment and slant 
rhymes (e.g. part/hurt and past/divest’) permit the jelly to trickle down the sides of the 
mould. Two examples of Larkin’s poetic representations of visual images have been 
explored earlier, and here, Jennings writes in what May terms the ‘hitherto hidden 
genre of female ekphrastic writing in the twentieth-century’. He attests that James A. 
W. Heffernan’s Museum of Words: The Poetry of Ekphrasis from Homer to Ashbery, 
attempts to set up what Heffernan describes as ‘a formidable tradition of male 
ekphrasis.’ May’s examples include Pope’s ‘Epistle to a Lady’ (1743), Keats’s ‘Ode to a 
Grecian Urn’ (1810) and Shelley’s ‘On the Medusa of Leonardo da Vinci in the 
Florentine Gallery’ (1819) in this ‘formidable tradition’. These are poems which he says 
belong to an ekphrastic genre which ‘set up a tension between looking and reading, 
the act of reading further objectifying the female verbally represented on the page.’156 
One such poem which springs immediately to mind is Robert Browning’s ‘My Last 
Duchess’, based on Duchess Ferrara, formerly Lucrezia Borgia. However, unlike the 
examples cited by May, it is unclear whether Browning based his poem on an actual 
portrait. In the ‘female tradition of ekphrastic writing’, May cites Barrett Brownings’ 
Aurora Leigh (1856): ‘a portrait for a friend / who keeps it in a drawer’. There is also, of 
course, Rossetti’s ‘In an Artist’s Studio’. Other women following in their footsteps are 
                                                     
154 Jennings, p. 122 
155 Transcript of ‘An Interview with Elizabeth Jennings’ with Sinead Garrigan available at 
www.Oxfordpoetry.co.uk/interviews 
156 May, op. cit. p.43 
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Jennings’s contemporary, Stevie Smith, and more recently, Carol Ann Duffy, Wendy 
Cope and Sujata Bhatt.157 
  
    If, then, there is an ekphrastic genre, Jennings diverges from both male and female 
traditions, in that she is a female poet writing about a male artist and his art. In so 
doing, she subverts the genre by placing the male under the female microscope. 
Moreover, unlike that of her male counterparts, her scrutiny is compassionate, seeking 
to neither control, nor to objectify.  
 
   The formal structure of Jennings’s ‘Rembrandt’s Late Self-Portraits’ mimics the 
formal structure of the portrait. Reflective lines mirror reflective brush strokes, and, 
like Rembrandt’s brushstrokes, pare down to reveal the essential truth that ‘there is 
still love left’. The poem’s ‘light and darknesses’ mirror the chiaroscuro complexion of 
the painting. Coincidental with writing this section, the present writer visited the 
Rijksmuseum. Having read Jennings’s poem before her visit it coloured her perception 
of Rembrandt’s portraits and, in turn, an added appreciation of the poem itself. The 
painterly and the poetic artist, alike, confront themselves through the medium of their 
art in their later lives to discover that ‘love of the art and others’ remained. The fact 
that this writer was in the museum on her seventieth birthday added a personal 
element of self-confrontation. Some of these points are made in the following poem 
which, again, attempts to emulate Jennings’s rhyme scheme. Like the painter and the 
poet, I use a chiaroscuro palette, for example, harsh and soft assonance, 
‘darknesses/dared’. Particularly, though, the pared-down lines reveal what I consider 
to be the essence of Jennings’s poem, its clarity and its craftsmanship. 
                  Lines on Jennings’s ‘Rembrandt’s Late Self-Portraits’ 
 
The brushwork of her poem traces his 
self-portrait faithfully. Her strokes a deft, 
a careful application; sentences 
reduce revealing truth, there’s still love left. 
A clear ekphrasis: 
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a formal painting and a formal style 
of writing. Yet: she masks her rhythms, end 
lines drift away the way [she] wants, beguile. 
Her half-rhymes are at one with craft, beyond 
with understand. Meanwhile 
 
the poet and the painter share a tone 
of light and dark. A chiaroscuro voice 
where darknesses are dared. We hear her own 
experiment [go] on, voice and devoice, 
she tempers one with one.  
   
She paints her own self-portrait here, I think: 
same age as Rembrandt, same self-scrutiny, 
same confrontation with herself, to link 
the poet’s with the artist’s craft, one she 
creates in pen and ink. 
 
 
  The following is the present writer’s ekphrasis, using Jennings’ rhyme scheme and 
employing MacNeice’s repeated lines, in that it replicates Rembrandt’s repeatedly 
painting self-portraits over a forty year period. Rembrandt began by painting tronies, 
i.e. experimental paintings of himself, in various guises in which he enacts various 
emotions. He was impoverished at the time, and using himself as a model was 
pragmatic. 
    Lines on Rembrandt’s Late Self Portrait (1660) 
You are confronted with yourself. Each year 
for forty years, that annual scrutiny. 
The self-perception surfaced earlier - 
the twenties tronies sealed your destiny - 
you were confronted with yourself each year. 
    
The mirror-image studies brought you fame - 
pragmatic option, modelling yourself – 
unguarded glimpse of fear caught in the frame 
and then, you posed the roles, but not true self. 
The mirror image studies brought you fame. 
 
Then year-on-year, an inner-dialogue – 
like Alfred Prufrock, you grow old ...grow old – 
Your stream of consciousness - your monologues 
in  oil - that speak so candidly unfold.         
A year-on-yearly inner dialogue. 
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For centuries we’ve looked into your eyes. 
Your face has aged around that outward gaze; 
head broadened, lines and wrinkles multiplied 
but  in your eyes, we see the spark now blaze. 
For centuries we’ve looked into your eyes. 
 
Consider                          Caravaggio’s ‘Narcissus’ in Rome 
 
Look at yourself. The shine, the sheer 
Embodiment thrown back in some 
Medium like wood or glass. You stare, 
And many to this gallery come 
Simply to see this picture. Clear 
As glass it is. It holds the eye 
By subject and by symmetry. 
 
Yes, something of yourself is said 
In this great shining figure. You 
Must have come to self-knowledge, read 
Yourself within that image who 
Draws every visitor. You made 
From gleaming paint that tempting thing – 
Man staring at his suffering. 
 
And at his joy. But you stopped where 
We cannot pause, merely make sure 
The picture took you from that stare, 
Fatal within: Chagall or Blake 
Have exorcised your gazing for 
A meaning that you could not find 
In the cold searchings of your mind.158  
   
 
   Jennings appropriates the rhyme royal form (from the customary ababbcc rhyme 
scheme, discussed in Chapter 1) to ababacc. Her rationale may have been to give 
emphasis to ‘sheer, stare and clear’, repeating ‘stare’ again in the third line of the third 
stanza. Overarchingly, this is a poem concerned with gaze, the male gazing at himself, 
the viewers in the gallery, at Jennings and her readers. The narcissus myth is a familiar 
one which needs no elaboration here, except to refer to the Renaissance theorist Leon 
Battista Alberti’s opinion that Narcissus was the inventor of painting. If so, it might 
follow then, that every painter paints himself. This is not Jennings accusing Caravaggio  
                                                     
158 Jennings,  p.93 
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of Narcissism per se, but an acceptance of self-reflection, and she includes us all. This 
poem can read be as a compassionate and complex one, in which she invokes the 
visionary Blake and the self-forgetful Chagall as ‘exorcists’. Once again, Jennings has 
produced a faithful mimesis of a painting combined with rigorous self-scrutiny. The 
following poem, using Jennings’s adapted rhyme scheme, summarises this paragraph. I 
found this a helpful writing practice in that the ‘a’ rhymes ‘emphasize/eyes/scrutinize’ 
and ‘yourself/herself/self’ aurally reinforce the primary ethos of the poem and the 
painting, those of vision and of self-regard. 
   Lines on Jennings’s ‘Caravaggio’s ‘Narcissus’ in Rome’ 
 
Adapting royal rhyme to emphasize 
the sheer and clear, particularly stare, 
but whom does she command to stare; whose eyes, 
Narcissus/ours ... or is it clear 
that she’s the one she’s come to scrutinize? 
The poet finding sounds to fit that sheen, 
the sibilance of glass and sheer and shine. 
 
Affirmative. Yes, something of yourself 
is said (not seen) she says. That’s interesting – 
embodiment in paint and words - herself 
and Caravaggio. A tempting thing 
to contemplate the suffering of self, 
and also           Joy. A cautionary tale 
of all that self-regarding might entail, 
 
a fatal thing that must be ... exorcised? 
A powerful verb: demonic resonance 
of inner cleansing, Jennings visualized, 
by visionary Blake, the difference 
from  coldly searching neatly symbolized. 
And merely to make sure? No hubris there. 
To simply come to see? No simple here. 
 
 
Contemplate           Michelangelo’s First Pietà  
 
Carve a compassion. Older than you are 
He lies upon your lap. What can you do 
But hold him with a trust you also fear? 
                      Thus Michelangelo 
 
Saw what a girl may do for gods. O we 
Have mercy on this man a woman holds, 
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God in the grip of our humanity 
                   All this the sculptor moulds 
 
But more. It is a prayer that he is saying 
Wordless, except that written on her breast 
He writes his name. This girl he is displaying 
                    Has also brought him rest.159 
 
   As proposed in earlier chapters, the central lines of poems by women writers such as 
Winchilsea and Barrett Browning contains their essential message and this poem may 
be similarly read. The central word is ‘woman’, and Jennings alerts the reader aurally 
by the emotion carried in the vowels. The centrality could be seen as that of the 
relationship between the female and the Almighty. In her interview with Garrigan, it 
emerged that  
  Jennings’s sympathy for the Virgin was compounded when she 
edited an anthology of verse in her praise. Many of her own  
poems attempt to do that which she saw Michelangelo doing 
in his first Pietà; Jennings would ‘carve a compassion’ in  
 celebration of that feminine link with God. 160 
      
   On the one hand, there is textual evidence to support what May describes as ‘almost 
jealousy’ of the silent art of the sculptor, or ‘wordlessness’, as Jennings has it in her 
poem.161 May cites other examples: as early as 1961, in ‘Visit to an Artist’, Jennings 
writes of ‘paint/restraint’ and in ‘James Palmer and Chagall’ (1966) of ‘an art at rest’. 
Although in ‘Works of Art’ (1964), Jennings states ‘the poem lies with trouble at its 
heart’, by the same token, she also has it that ‘every fashioned object makes demands’ 
(my italics).162 The change from pentameters to hendecasyllabics in lines 1 and 3 in the 
third stanza, emphasised by ‘But more’, link ‘saying/displaying’ rhymes, and would also 
appear to confound May’s theory. Elsewhere, there are ten syllables to lines 1-3, and 
six to the fourth line of each stanza, creating a ‘tear drop’ impression on the page with 
the fourth line indented.  
 
   The next poem combines this brief commentary on the aural and visual properties of 
Jennings’s poem with an allusion to May’s theory. Accumulating Jennings’s /o/ vowels 
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in the first stanza, along with the present writer’s ‘invocation...moaning...chosen 
mould’ carries the emotional aspect inherent to Jennings’s poem. Additionally, sibilant 
‘wordlessness ... dissection .... noiselessness’ convey the sculptor’s silent art. 
  
  Lines on Elizabeth Jennings’s ‘Michelangelo’s First Pietà ’ 
 
We hear her invocation; chant her prayer, 
her moaning incantation, older ...  hold 
and o and woman holds and more. The tear- 
                  drop shapes, her chosen mould,  
 
drip down the page; they form, and then, re-form 
 in mute depiction of his wordlessness 
            dissection of tranquillity. Her form 
                     conveys his noiselessness. 
 
   Each stanza is a strain, perhaps? Except 
her extra syllables (lines 1 and 3 
in Stanza 3) link ‘say ...display’, adept 
              at showing, tellingly. 
 
   Producing this response has engendered an increased awareness of the emotional 
and spiritual properties of vowel sounds. Whereas Winchilsea uses inverse stress 
patterning, and Barrett-Browning relentless rhythms, to convey the crux of their 
poems, Jennings’s acoustics cue the central word in this poem.  The exploration of 
physical intimacy between Jesus and Mary in Michelangelo’s sculpture, experienced 
by, and conveyed in, Jennings’s poem has facilitated my combining experiment with 
experience. That is to say, writing formally and feeling the emotion carried in the 
vowels simultaneously.  
      
   The next two experiments, building on Jennings’s poem, comment on Michelangelo’s 
first and his final, unfinished Pietà. In the first poem, I use an initial trochee to convey 
strength, thereafter iambs. The second work begins with bracing dactyls to accentuate 
the sculpture’s swirling structure, incorporating ‘cleaving the air’ from James Beyer’s 
structural analysis of the pieta.  163 Jennings’s syllabics are inverted in both poems to 
replicate the pyramidal form of both sculptures. These two poems differ vastly in form,  
                                                     
163 James E. Bayer’s article ‘Incompletedness’ available at http;//jaybe.com/collection/incompletedness 
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content and tone from my ‘Imagist’ Pietà, as did the ‘Imagist’ Pietà from the original 
poem in sonnet form, discussed in the previous chapter. 
                                Lines on Michelangelo’s First Pietà (1498 -1499) 
                  Wrestle tranquillity  
from metamorphic rock , re-crystallized 
carbonate or calcite.              Serenity: 
Carrara marble silence         vocalized 
 
         Divinest Comedy; 
the virgin mother, daughter of her son, 
her figlio,               father of humanity, 
the paradox of two, as three in one. 
 
                                The Holy Trinity 
                                   depicts, it seems, two different points in time; 
        the mother’s gaze is fixed on                 distancy, 
        upon her newborn son,               her face sublime. 
 
Lines on Michelangelo’s Last Pietà : The Rondanini Pietà (1550 -1564) 
 
                Peaceful, yet powerful 
   swirl, cleaving the air as it hurls around 
                                          grain.               Redolent almost of vertical 
           take-off, ascending to heaven from the ground. 
 
                           Softest curve to Mary’s 
  back. Does she hold him? Does he hold her? 
                                        Rough-cast gradini, yet wraith-like, weary 
                                      heads joined together, their boundaries blur. 
 
   In the poetry examined in this chapter, Larkin and Jennings have painted their self-
portraits, or rather, self-fashioned themselves as poets. Both writers are concerned 
overtly with visual images, made all the more vivid by virtue of being ‘economical in 
metaphor’ in the ‘production of something poetic’. On the whole, Jennings displays an 
acceptance of ageing, suffering and human frailty with serenity. The exception is the 
powerful earthquake and remembrance of a name metaphor, which might, or might 
not, be that of the Almighty. In common with Larkin’s ekphrastic poems, those from 
Jennings fulfil Scott’s ‘anti-phoney, anti-wet and robust’ criteria. However, Jennings’s 
poetry has a deeply spiritual element and, unlike the two examples of Larkin’s 
ekphrastic work examined, is completely devoid of irony. Jennings, who knew Larkin 
well, makes his scepticism clear.  
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       For Philip Larkin 
   The last thing you would have wanted – 
   A poem in praise of you. You would have smiled, 
   Cracked a joke and then gone back into 
   Your secret self, the self that exposed itself 
   To believe in nothing after death ... 164 
    
    The present writer’s creative output in response to the small selections of Larkin and 
Jennings’s poems discussed in this section is on a continuum of profane to sacred. The 
production of an analytical poem on Caravaggio’s Narcissus, was problematic in that 
the temptation to emulate Carly Simon was difficult to resist.165 ‘You’re so vain, I bet 
you think this poem’s /about you’ would have been out of keeping with the inherent 
spirituality of that particular section, and this is an important issue. Looking back at 
Chapter 3, where the term ‘ekphrasis’ first appeared, the retrospective realisation is 
that it was something of a catalyst. My creative response to Jennings’s work has been 
intensely formal, and that level of formality has, in turn, been a spiritual experience. 
Thus, it can be said that until I experienced a highly personal connection with 
Jennings’s work, I had not realised that, when I was producing poetic representations 
of visual art in chapter 3, I was working within an established tradition of women 
writers. This has, in turn, led to a sense of awe, and belonging, of being on a timeline 
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165 Carly Simon, songwriter and performer of  ‘You’re so vain’ from the  No Secrets album  )London: 
Trident Studios) 1971  
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                           Chapter 6:   Back to the Future: New Formalist Poetry 
This chapter examines work from American poets writing within the New Formalist 
Movement and, inherently, a debate surrounding the internationalism of poetry 
written in English.  Poets of both genders were writing formally in America in the 
1980’s and 1990’s in the second, and more concerted, wave of New Formalism which 
began in the 1960’s.166 This chapter departs from the customary practice of comparing 
work by male and female poets. Selected work will be explored from an anthology of 
women’s poetry only, Annie Finch’s, A Formal Feeling Comes: Poems in Form by 
Contemporary Women.167 Whilst poetry from eleven of Finch’s writers appeared in an 
anthology of male and female New Formalists, Rebel Angels: 25 Poets of The New 
Formalism, noteworthy pieces from other female writers did not.168 Finch showcases 
work written in diverse forms, containing diverse subject matter, by women from 
different races, and differing sexual predilections. The present writer perceives the 
production of creative responses to her American cousins’ poems will present a double 
challenge. Firstly, certain poetic forms to be examined are either new to her, or are 
ones which have previously presented such a high level of difficulty that they have 
been avoided. Secondly, as a heterosexual, English ‘WASP’, she would find difficulty 
writing from an ‘outsider’ perspective. This is not as arrogantly elitist as it appears, 
because her own ‘insider/outsider’ status will be questioned. On the one hand, given 
that English is her mother tongue, she does not perceive herself to be ‘writing under 
someone else’s thumb and tongue’, on the other hand, with her strong regional 
accent, she views herself dialectically an ‘outsider’.169 
  
   ‘Writing under someone else’s thumb and tongue’ was also the topic of a ‘Poets’ 
Round Table: A Common language’.170 Titan poets, Joseph Brodsky, Seamus Heaney, 
Les Murray and Derek Walcott discussed the ‘new internationalism of poetry in 
English’ in a debate chaired by Michael Schmidt. Schmidt guided the discussion in the 
                                                     
166 Christopher Beach, ed., The Cambridge Introduction to Twentieth-Century American Poetry 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2003) p.151 
167 Annie Finch ed., A Formal Feeling Comes: Poems in Form by Contemporary Women (Brownsville: 
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168 Mark Jarman, Rebel Angels: 25 Poets of the New Formalism (Brownsville: Story Line Press 1996) 
169 Julia Alvarez, Finch p.16. 
170 Transcript of ‘A Poet’s Round Table’ discussion, recorded for the BBC Kaleidoscope programme,      
appeared in P. N. Review 66, Volume 15, Number 4, March -April 1989. 
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direction of the ‘inevitably complex and paradoxical relationships that writers in 
English, but who are not British, have with the language and tradition of English 
Literature’. Alluding to Brathwaite, Schmidt asked Walcott about the dichotomy 
between the ‘tyranny of the iambic pentameter which actually distorts native speech’, 
and his own language and colonial education which ‘ironically, is very much within the 
English tradition’.171 Walcott thought that on the one hand he ‘didn’t really grow up in 
a situation in which [he] felt English was a second language’. On the other hand, he 
thought he was ‘only entitled to it from the sense of being colonized or the victim of 
something.’  
 
   Schmidt sought Murray’s opinion on the ‘language of poetry – in fact the poetical 
tradition - which has always, in a sense, not lent itself, or very seldom lent itself, to the 
colonial enterprise of the English tradition.’ Murray thought there were ‘two kinds of 
English’ in contention in Australia: the sort of ‘very upper English, the officer caste 
English which was taught in the universities and schools … And there was the 
vernacular, which [he] felt native’. Thus, Murray ‘felt the right to borrow any other 
kind of English because [he] read it that way.’ 
 
   On what Schmidt described as Heaney’s ‘vexed relationship with English in some of 
the poems’, Heaney said he ‘spoke with the South Derry accent at the back of [his] 
throat for a long time’. Yet, at the age of thirteen, ‘when [he] wasn’t articulating 
properly, [he] was taking enormous pleasure in P.G. Wodehouse, than whom there is 
no more fastidious a handler of English tones.’ Moreover, Heaney thought that in 
writing it’s what you can hear and reproduce rather than what you can speak.’  
 
   Schmidt wondered whether there were any English poets who ‘shared the kinds of 
things’ in the above discussion. Heaney cited Tony Harrison’s ‘disposition to view 
himself as an outsider within the culture’, and this chimes exactly with the present 
writer’s disposition. I can identify with what these renowned poets had to say about 
‘insider/outsider’ status because it is both hierarchically, and sociologically, based. 
What I see on paper is not necessarily how I articulate, nor perhaps, is it necessary for  
                                                     
171 Edward K. Brathwaite’s ‘English in the Caribbean: Notes on Nation Language in Poetry’ , Chapter 3 of 
this thesis in the context of the sonnet form. 
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me to do so. What the titans involved in the above discussion had discovered, and I am 
in the process of discovering, is that paradoxically, levels of formality can divide and 
rule within a supposedly common language. When we speak of supposed ‘outsiders’ 
from the ‘language of poetry – the poetic tradition’, it is the level of formality in the 
pen nib that determines admission to, or blackballing from, the ‘club’. Formality both 
deforms and informs my natural speech and affects my socio-linguistic status. Thus, 
the on-going reading, hearing and reproducing process involved in writing this thesis 
increases my consciousness of formality, thereby permitting entry into a hierarchical 
culture diametrically at odds with my speaking voice. In other words, the process 
facilitates my continuing re-invention, self-perception and self-fashioning as a formalist 
poet and, particularly, a female formalist poet. 
 
   Consider now the poems of selected American women New Formalists, ‘writers in 
English who are not British’, emerging at the time of the Poets’ Round Table 
discussion. Their poetry is examined in light of their position statements, in an attempt 
to determine what their use of form implies about their self-fashioning. Harvard PhD 
and Hermann Melville Scholar, Helen Pinkerton holds the following opinions of metre 
and rhetorical structure.  
    My view of form is that it is essential to the art of poetry,  
both in meter and in rhetorical structure. I have always 
  written in standard English meter, never abandoning it 
  for variations in accentual or syllabic metres, still less for 
  so-called ‘free verse’ or lineated prose.  
  This is a confident statement from an American woman who clearly perceives herself 
to be working within poetic traditions. She says nothing of formalisms’ hierarchical 
origins and, unlike Walcott and Murray, seems concerned with neither ‘entitlement’, 
nor ‘right’. Consider Pinkerton’s poem 
       On Dorothea Lange’s Photograph ‘Migrant Mother’ (1936) 
(to my Aunt Nora) 
  
   Remembering your face, I saw it here, 
Eyes weary, unexpectant, unresigned. 
Not wise, but self-composed and self-contained, 
And not self-pitying, you knew when to give 
And when to take, and waiting, not despair. 
During bitter years, when fear and anger broke 
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Men without work or property to shadows 
(My childhood world), you, like this living woman 
Endured, keeping your small space fresh and kind.172 
 
   The woman in Lange’s photograph is Florence Owens Thompson, a migrant 
agricultural worker, prematurely aged at 32, who reminded Pinkerton of her aunt’s 
stoicism. The poem’s subject matter appears to be threefold: the relationship between 
the female sitter and female photographer, public and private spheres and the 
ennoblement of the seemingly lowly task of ‘keeping a small space fresh and kind’. The 
first two categories are interlinked by power dynamics, and the morality of capturing 
images or, indeed, of writing poems in response to portraits or photographs of the 
poor oppressed, when we, as visual artists and writers, are not. It is, perhaps, unlikely 
that the sitter’s opinion on either her photograph’s composition or its publication were 
sought. In linking her aunt with the sitter, Pinkerton gives the poem an instructive 
element which pushes ekphrasis into questioning and self-questioning. 
 
   Finch’s appendix describes this poem as blank verse. Whilst to my eye and ear, there 
appear to be certain irregularities, Pinkerton’s testament to ‘never abandoning 
[standard English metre] for variations in accentual or syllabic meters’ may yet be 
valid. On the one hand, it is possible that American speakers do not use the same 
stress patterns, naturally switching from iambs to trochees. Conversely, it might be 
that in opting for less rigid stress patterning, her questioning is conveyed less strictly, 
thereby self-presenting as a formally adept poet with a quiet social conscience. The 
poem is quite devoid of Woolf’s ‘loudspeaker strain’. 
 
  The present poet’s response adheres to the ‘tyranny of the iambic pentameter’, and 
follows Pinkerton’s nine-line stanzaic format in its exploration of another visual 
representation of a working-class woman.  
                Lines on Charley Toorop’s Portrait of a Working-Class Woman (1943) 
‘They think they know me best, who know me least. 
This English poet, writing of me now, 
and only born in 1943, 
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has given me blank verse, because, she thinks, 
it ‘captures best my blank expression.’ Has 
 she seen what I have seen? Art critics, too, 
I’m oversized – is my perspective wrong 
for such a subject? Have they lived my life? 
She claims to know me least, who knows me best, 
 
this artist, who ennobles my Van Gogh 
Potato Pickers’ type of bulbous nose 
and gnarled arthritic fingers (painted bronze). 
She’s covered half of my left hand to make 
the viewer ask the question ‘Why?’ No ring? 
No fingers even? Mangled? Did I work 
on dams or drains? What am I doing here 
out-staring attics, skeletons of roofs? 
                                        What do I see or … do I see at all?’ 
 
 
    This poem attempts, like Toorop’s portrait, to encourage the reader to look beneath 
the surface. The subject is given a strictly measured voice with which to treat art critics 
(the poet included) with contempt, and conversely, with which to praise Toorop’s 
thought-provoking portrait. ‘Thought-provoking’, because by keeping something 
hidden, Toorop turns visual art into veiled interrogation.  
 
   The final two poems in response to that of Pinkerton follow organically. There is a 
striking resemblance between the facial expressions of Florence Owens Thompson and 
Allie May Burroughs, the subject of Walker Evans’s ‘social realism’ photograph 
(1936).173 The Farm Security Commission appointed Walker Evans to document the 
effects of the Great Depression. The photograph of Allie May, in Walker-Evans’s best-
selling Let Us Now Praise Famous Men became an iconic emblem of the Great 
Depression. 
     
    Allie May Burroughs in Black and White  
The barricade bleeds rust in monochrome. 
A visual metaphor, your background. There. 
The camera never lies. There’s no escape. 
Your private sphere’s gone public property. 
And so have you. You’re prematurely aged. 
You’re 27. Face gaunt. Face wrinkled. Yet: 
                                                     
173 Burroughs’s image available at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York: www.metmuseum.org/ 
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you’ve exercised your lips and, exercised 
your right to privacy; they’re drawstring tight, 
as rigid as the tripod stand they face. 
 
          Allie May Burroughs in Focus 
 
Sev’n decades on, your angry son incants: 
‘She never had a chance to buy a truck. 
She never had a chance to buy a fridge. 
She never had a chance …. ’ and tells us how 
you worked the landlord’s land, drew water from 
the well to sprinkle on your children’s beds - 
to cool them down, so they could sleep - and still 
they woke each night in ‘circles of wet sweat’. 
He hears you calling him, calling him, home. 
 
   The first poem, written in the blank verse nine-line stanza format of its predecessors,  
could be read as a mini sonnet, with the volta occurring at the end of line six, ‘Yet:’ The 
short clauses in the first six lines, replicating rapid photo shots, appear to be 
unequivocal. Nonetheless, all is not ‘black and white’. The short clauses are 
undermined by the extended final sentence outlining Allie May’s facial fight for 
privacy. In common with Pinkerton’s poem and Toorop’s portrait, this poem poses 
questions. The second poem is Allie May’s son, Charles’s, retrospective testament, his 
incantation is almost verbatim, and his other reminiscences are adapted to metrical 
requirements. 174    
 
   Jane Greer edited Plains Poetry Review, a vanguard journal of the New Formalist 
Movement, from 1981-1993. In her article ‘Art is Made’, Greer says the journal’s 
guiding motto is ‘No subject is taboo, but poetry is art, and art is made.’ 175 In common 
with Heaney, the present writer wonders whether an identifiable, audible form is a 
way of breaking taboos. Thus, her next poem summarises Greer’s article, and 
examines how this highly form-conscious poet puts her ‘guiding motto’ into practice in 
her poem ‘Rodin’s Gates of Hell’. 
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   Lines on Greer’s article ‘Art is Made’ 
Greer’s motto states: No subject is taboo, 
but poetry is art, and art is made. 
The gist is an analogy she drew 
with ‘murder mystery’; with form  an aide 
memoire, where rhyme and meter give a clue 
to sounds and rhythms which ensue. That said; 
the poet’s task to satisfy, and two, 
confound that expectation, is obeyed. 
She claims that poets who refuse to use 
a rhyme scheme somehow manage to degrade 
their craft; a world of words from which to choose 
refused. Her manifesto is displayed 
in ‘Rodin’s “Gates of Hell”’. Nothing subdued 
about the subject matter. Unafraid 
to tackle figures whom somehow [she] knew, 
Francesca, (lust, unfaithfulness), who paid 
the price with Paolo, arms and torsos spew 
from bilge, their bodies, once conjoined, unmade. 
Her rhymes schemes satisfy/confound. There’s few 
who’d think of frozen/treason, for the shade 
of Ugolino gnawing son anew.  
 
    The original intention had been to produce a twenty-four line poem in abab 
quatrains in keeping with those of Greer in ‘Rodin’s “Gates of Hell”’, but opted instead 
for simple ab rhymes to allow ‘rhyme and meter’ to provide easy clues to ensuing 
‘sounds and rhythms’. The poem ends abruptly at line twenty-one, leaving the poem in 
mid-air, as is Ugolino, with the shocking image of his gnawing his son’s body in 
perpetuity. This conforms to Greer’s ‘no subject is taboo’ motto. The present poet’s 
representation of Rodin’s mammoth sculpture follows. 
                Lines on Rodin’s Gates of Hell  
Their necks and shoulders an unbroken line: 
three twisting shades point severed arms to where, 
inscripted in the frieze, the warning sign - 
Abandon hope, all ye who enter here - 
presides above The Thinker (high relief, 
bas stabilized), above a tumbling mass 
whose forms contort the structure. Some believe 
The Thinker’s Dante.  Others, Rodin cast 
himself as poet/sculptor. Maker all 
the same, of metaphors for punishment. 
Again, it could be Adam and the Fall  
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from grace, who contemplates abandonment 
in anatomical distortion. Forms 
discarding rules of form, and thus, inform. 
   
   This was not intended to be a sonnet, but once again, the poem seemed to come to a 
natural conclusion earlier than Greer’s ‘Rodin’s “Gates of Hell”’ It had adequately 
conflated the ‘sculptor/poet/maker’ concept. The couplet’s resolution combines 
Rodin’s, Greer’s and, inherently, the present writer’s use of form.  
 
   Kelly Cherry also finds her poems ‘finding their own way through the use of form’. 
Consider the opening, and closing four stanzas, of her thirteen stanza poem in light of 
her position statement ‘A Flashlight on the Map’.  
  Poetic forms, established or nonce, are like maps of places 
no one’s ever been … If the writer knew in advance what 
she would find on her journey through the poem, she 
  would not bother to make it. But she doesn’t know; she 
  never knows; she knows only that the form is there like 
  a flashlight or a map and that she will see what that form  
reveals  and go where the form takes her.176 
 
   The Bride of Quietness 
   My sculptor husband, when he was mine, possessed 
   Electrifying energy, humor, 
   The vital heat of violent force compressed … 
   Contraries in a controlling frame. Few more 
 
   Creative and compelling men could fire 
   The clay I scarcely dared to call my soul. 
   Shapeless, lacking properties of higher 
   Existence, it was perfect for the mould 
 
   He cast me in: classic receptacle, 
   A thing for use, but full of elegance, 
   An ode to Greece, forever practical, 
   Tellingly patterned with the hunt and dance. 
      
   My lines were lies, and yet he seemed to see 
   Aesthetic validation in my form. 
   I asked him not to draw away from me. 
   He said he feared he might commit some harm …   16 
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   That beauty held no truth for me, nor truth                37 
   Beauty, but I was made as much of earth 
As I had been, barbaric and uncouth, 
Enjoined to rhythm, shiftings, blood and birth, 
     
And void of principle. He said he’d father 
No children. I could hardly help knowing 
That he’d be wrong to trust me any farther. 
By sunrise it was clear he would be going 
 
Soon. Now from time to time I see him here 
And there. The shoulders have gone slack, the eyes 
Conduct a lesser current and I fear 
That when they catch me spying, it’s no surprise 
 
To him. He always found poetic justice 
Amusing, and he knows I wait my turn. 
The artist dies; but what he wrought will last 
Forever, when I cradle his cold ashes in this urn. 177 
 
   Cherry presents herself as an erudite, formally aware poet, using poetry for purposes 
of poetic justice. Consider line four: ‘Contraries in a controlling frame’, the title and 
internal quotations from Keats, and a possible allusion to Lady Macbeth. The ‘Bride of 
Quietness’ bides her time, puts herself down, Nemesis does not appear until the final 
stanza, the thirteen quatrains being her coordinates on the ‘map’. Robert Browning’s 
‘My Last Duchess’ was cited alongside Keats’s ‘Ode to a Grecian Urn’ in the discussion 
in Chapter 4, and here, in response to Cherry’s poem, the present poet permits 
Browning’s silent duchess to speak up 
 
            The Last Duchess Speaks Up 
Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness  
that’s me   - as he would have it said  ‘tis I’ – 
he didn’t understand my joyousness, 
assumed his name was all I cared for. Why? 
 
The clue lies in my adjective, his ‘last’:   
does that suggest he’s made the same mistake 
before … and was it only in the past? 
So tell me, what impression does he make? 
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That’s my last duchess painted on the wall.   
He speaks in couplets, as his state dictates; 
Looking as if she were alive, I call … 
How does he stress his first line? If he weighs 
 
the accent on That’s my last duchess … might 
it sound ‘correct’ or, would he stress the That 
and last as lesser mortals might feel right? 
Perhaps no ‘cut-and-dried’ aristocrat? 
   
A product of his time. A paradox; 
a tyrant who loves beauty all the same,     
who calls that piece ‘a wonder’. Orthodox. 
Possessive. I’m an object. Have no name. 
 
He asks the agent of the Count Wilt please 
you sit and look at her, amenable, 
admires my joyous blush, implies I tease - 
he found my nature quite untenable. 
 
Enough to wear his favour at my breast, 
it should have been enough for me he thought. 
I prized a sunset more than any crest, 
for nature’s fruits and beauty, he cared nought - 
 
and yet: he treasured language, took great care 
with words; his euphemisms, gave commands … 
avoiding truth with choice of terms and, where 
I am, he knows the agent understands. 
 
A connoisseur of art, and yet: he flaunts  
his task (convince the agent of his worth 
to wed the fair young daughter), proudly vaunts 
the sculpture Neptune, taming sea - his wrath 
 
implied, should she, like me, not quite submit - 
commissioned work exclusively for he.       
In contrast with the sculpture, a conceit, 
Fra Pandolf’s fresco looks as fresh as me. 
 
   This response shares common features with Cherry’s poem in its quatrains, 
enjambments and intertextual quotations. The speaker’s seemingly even-handed 
assessment of the Duke is based on Angus Calder’s formal analysis of Browning’s 
poem, and my own close reading.178  The Duchess, like Cherry’s protagonist, is given 
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the last triumphal word. Unlike Cherry’s speaker, the Duchess appeals directly to her 
readers and listeners, draws them in, asks them questions. This has the dual purpose 
of encouraging the formation of allegiances, and to reconsider her portrait, the 
freshness of which speaks silent volumes. Thus, the poem and the poet may not be as 
even-handed as they might appear to be.  
 
   Marilyn Hacker is one of New Formalism’s most noted poets. Her pedigree is well-
documented, having been active in humanitarian, lesbian and woman’s work since 
1977. Hacker’s article ‘Meditating Formally’ made heartening reading for this writer. 
  When I see a young (or not-so-young) writer counting 
   syllables on her fingers, or marking stresses for a poem  
             she’s writing, or one she’s reading, I’m pretty sure we’ll 
   have something in common, whatever our other differences 
may be.179    
  
  A response to Hacker’s crown of sonnets, ‘Eight Days in April’, tracing the course of a 
lesbian affair in the springtime of her speaker’s life was problematic. The initial 
intention had been to write a crown of ‘heterosexual reminiscences’. The problem was 
not one of lack of formal technique, rather one of reticence, and an inability to write 
erotically, unless in a light-hearted manner for spoof purposes. Thus, a single sonnet 
seemed adequate for the task. ‘September’ is an apt title, given the present writer’s 
age, and the intertextual quotations from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116 and Hermann 
Hesse’s ‘September’ seem apposite also.180 Hacker’s sonnets with ccddee rhyming 
sestets are emulated, in that they synchronize with the steady cardio rhythms 
embodied within the sestet of the following: 
              September 
 
She’s had her former decades, former loves.   
The garden mourns, the flowers fill with cold rain, 
and summer shivers in its chilled domain 
for her, too wearing now to make new moves 
for after all, there’s nothing left to prove, 
can’t countenance ‘no venture, so no gain.’ 
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She’s had her share of rapture, share of pain, 
knows all about remover to remove. 
The garden need not mourn, nor flowers fill 
with rain, nor summer shiver in its chill 
domain. Her heart beats now an even pace, 
no lurch to see his  unexpected face, 
no loss of power of speech, no muttering, 
no verbal diarrhoea, no stuttering. 
   
    ‘Dusk: July’ is a poem in which Hacker’s poetic ‘I’ reminisces from her middle years 
and, once again, whatever my ‘other differences’ from Hacker, our common ground is 
form. Here I count Hackers syllables and mark her Sapphic stresses in a commentary 
on her poem. Sapphics have thus far been assiduously avoided by the present poet. 
Lines on Marilyn Hacker’s ‘Dusk: July’ 
Heard the flying feet of the loves behind her – 
Swinburne’s ‘Sapphics’ prophesy Hacker’s premise: 
We’ve loved other bodies the years have altered. 
(Stress here ‘we’ve loved’, though?) 
 
Ageing process fearlessly faced: slim knuckles 
swollen, eyelids grainy and skin that’s slackened, 
bodies gone to seed in the earth, the conscience 
consciousness broken.  
 
Mid-life crisis hovers around her summer: 
shades of grey-green, everything drear; the river, 
streets and roofs and awnings, no sunlight dappling 
over her season. 
 
Hacker finds no excuse for months and seasons, 
years, passed through her (similes air and water). 
Mem’ry lapses: faces and names and places, 
lovers who died of 
 
AIDS or tenured, banged-up in jail for sexual 
pref’rence, leanings, orientation. Sapphics - 
Sappho - apt for lesbian lovers, school friends, 
bar friends, old matrons. 
 
Hacker ends in rational tones, she wants to 
find her love beside her on waking, knowing 
sooner, later, one will be dead, but thankful 
both are alive now. 
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    Hacker presents herself as a poet using a specific form to break down barriers 
associated with that form, and Judith Barrington is an extreme example of a poet using 
a particular form to take control of traumatic circumstances. After her mother 
drowned, Barrington found the villanelle the only container within which to confront 
her anguish. The title of Finch’s anthology is taken from a line from Emily Dickinson 
‘After great pain, a formal feeling comes’, and Barrington says  
  … I do not think I could have written that particular piece 
 without a strict form. The boundaries – the finite patterns 
that could not spill out into the unknown – provided a  
 framework that I needed for the subject. I also think that 
  the villanelle itself was important to the subject – I couldn’t  
  have used just any tight form. I had always thought that 
the shape of the villanelle, with its repeating lines that come 
  together at the end, suggested both tides and circles. These 
  were full of oceans, waves and moon.181 
 
Lines on Judith Barrington’s ‘Villanelle V1’ 
 
Her mother drowned, she wrote a villanelle. 
Not any form would do, the scaffolding - 
repeated lines, like tides - an apt farewell 
 
of waves  and cycles, moons and ocean’s swell, 
restraining framework for her suffering. 
Her mother drowned, she wrote a villanelle 
 
of standing on the shore, compelled to dwell 
by waves like doors ajar that slowly swing, 
repeated lines, like tides an apt farewell. 
 
In fathomed rooms her mother lies, she tells 
of won’dring ‘where?’, recurring questioning. 
Her mother drowned, she wrote a villanelle 
 
of chambers where her mother hides, repels - 
although enticed - the thought of following. 
Repeated lines, like tides, an apt farewell, 
 
of waves and cycles, moons and ocean’s swell, 
not any form would do. This scaffolding. 
Her mother died, she wrote a villanelle’s 
repeated lines, like tides. An apt farewell. 
                                                     
181 Judith Barrington, Finch, p.25 
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    In her article ‘Housekeeping Cages’, Julia Alvarez makes two important points. The 
first is that housekeeping skills are inherited crafts of which women can be proud.  
  Sometimes people ask me why I wrote a series about  
housekeeping if I’m a feminist. Don’t I want women to 
  be liberated from the oppressive roles they were meant 
  to live? I don’t see housekeeping that way. They were 
  crafts we women had, sewing, embroidering, cooking, 
  even the lowly dusting.182  
    Alvarez’s rationale for using couplets in her poem ‘How I learned To Sweep’ is ‘since 
you sweep with a broom and you dance – it’s like coupling.’ 183 If we examine extracts 
from her poem, in which the speaker sweeps as she watches television coverage of the 
Vietnam War, we see a danse macabre. Alvarez presents herself as a subversive poet 
utilizing ‘kitchen sink’ as a medium with which to indict the war itself, and inherent 
apathy towards its media coverage. She provides a different spin on feminist 
perceptions of ‘oppressive roles’. Alvarez might be said to occupy both insider and 
outsider status, as might the present writer in her ensuing poem, ‘Ironing and 
Watching the News’. 
   How I Learned To Sweep 
   My mother never taught me sweeping …         1 
   One afternoon she found me watching 
   t.v. she eyed the dusty floor 
   boldly. And put a broom before 
   me, and said she’s like to be able 
   to eat her dinner off the table  
 
   I watched a dozen of them die …   29 
   as if their dust fell through the screen 
   upon the floor I had just cleaned. 
   She came back and turned the dial; 
   the screen went dark. That’s beautiful, 
   that’s beautiful, she said, impressed,   39 
   she hadn’t found a speck of death. 
 
       Ironing and Watching the News 
So long ago, I can’t remember now 
exactly when I learned to iron, or how 
to starch a shirt. I might have watched my mum, 
or Grandma Needham taught me to become 
                                                     
182 Julia Alvarez , Finch, p,16 
183 Alvarez (ibid.) p.18 
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an expert with the ‘smoothing iron’. Was starch- 
ing done in dolly tubs? I’ll Google search. 
These days, it’s second nature, it’s a breeze - 
could do it in my sleep – like shelling peas. 
I iron them once when they’re still damp, and then, 
quick squirt with Robin Starch©, and iron again. 
It’s not a craft exactly, but a skill 
acquired from years of practicing … but still 
it’s satisfying, somehow, all the same, 
to take a pride in household tasks’ not tame. 
‘White Widow’ spider wearing white hijab,   
so crisply ironed, and linked with al-Shabaab. 
 
   Alvarez’s point that inherited household skills are a ‘craft’ resonates with the present 
writer. Thus heroic couplets were used in this poem to ennoble quotidian tasks. The 
poem could be read as a sixteen-line sonnet with the subversive turn encoded within 
the final couplet. 
 
Alvarez’s second point relates directly to the Poets’ Round Table discussion.  
   You use what you have, you learn to work the structure to 
 create what you need. I don’t feel that writing in traditional 
 forms is giving up power, going over to the enemy. The word 
 belongs to no one, the houses built of words belong to no one. 
 I am writing under someone else’s thumb and tongue. English 
 was not my first language. It  was, in fact, a colonizing language 
  to my Spanish Caribbean.  
    
Alvarez addresses her ‘vexed relationship with English’ in that complex ‘house built of 
words’, the sestina.       
            Bilingual Sestina 
 
   Some things I have to say aren’t getting said 
   in this snowy, blonde, blue-eyed, gum chewing 
      English, 
   dawn’s early light sifting through the persianas closed 
   the night before by dark-skinned whose words 
   evoke cama, aposento, sueños in nombres 
   from the first word I can’t translate from Spanish 
           
 
   Gladys, Rosario, Altagracia – the sounds of Spanish 
   wash over me like warm island waters as I say 
   your soothing names: a child learning again the 
      nombres 
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   of things you point to in the world before English 
   turned sol, tierra, cielo, luna to vocabulary words – 
   sun, earth, sky, moon – language closed 
      
   like the touch-sensitive morivivir whose leaves closed 
   when we kids pokes them, astonished. Even Spanish 
   failed us when we realized how frail a word 
   is when faced with the thing it names. How saying 
   it’s name won’t always summon up in Spanish or 
      English 
   the full blown genii from the bottled nombre. 
 
   Gladys, I summon you back with your given nombre 
   to open up again the house of slatted windows closed 
   since childhood, where palabras left behind for English 
   stand dusty and awkward in neglected Spanish. 
   Rosario, muse of el patio, sing in me and through me 
   say 
that world again, begin first with those first words 
 
you put in my mouth as you pointed to the world – 
not Adam, not God, but a country girl numbering 
the stars, the blades of grass, warming the sun by 
   saying 
el sol as the dawn’s light fell through the closed 
persianas from the gardens where you sang in Spanish, 
Esta son las Mañanitas, and listening, in bed, no English 
 
yet in my head to confuse me with translations, no 
   English 
doubting the world with synonyms, no dizzying 
  array of words, 
    the world was simple and intact in Spanish 
awash with colores, luz, sueños, as if the nombres 
were the outer skin of things, as if the words were so 
   close to the world one left a mist of breath on things by 
   saying 
 
their names, an intimacy I now yearn for in English – 
words so close to what I meant that I almost hear my 
   Spanish 
blood beating, beating inside what I say en ingles. 
 
  The sestina presents such a degree of difficulty for the present poet, that to date, she 
has produced just one, ending lines with numbers as an aide memoire of its form. 
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Swerving the Sestina 
I’ll go and make a cup of tea: coz one, 
I’m in avoidance mode today, so two 
a biscuit might be nice, a slice or three 
of toast, perhaps, with Marmite© on? Before 
I make a start, I may as well make five - 
no piece of cake, this writing perms of six. 
 
You might well ask ‘What is a perm of six?’ 
Sestinas are attributed to one 
Daniel from 12th. C. Provencal. Not five 
months later, troubadours (verb trobar, to 
compose), competed to produce the fore- 
most trobar clus. The trobar clus is three 
 
degrees above the trobar lev, (and three 
times harder, I suppose) but then our six- 
mad expert Philip Sidney sighed: ‘O for 
Ye Goatherd Gods’, and wrote a double one! 
Next, Kipling, Pound and Auden, Bishop too 
and Bossa tried some nova lines. Take five.  
 
Sestina’s lines are 39; that’s five 
plus thirty-four, or six times six plus three – 
the three’s a tercet called an envoi to 
confuse things even more – the sestets, six- 
line stanzas now become sixains. As one 
has never been a blast at maths, this for- 
 
mal style for me’s miscast. Perhaps, therefore, 
we’ll look at words that end the lines ( the five 
beat lines). The same 6 words end ev’ry one 
of all the six-line stanzas, plus the three 
contained in envoi (diff’rent order). ‘Six’ 
came last in this first sixain, needing to 
 
come first in Stanza 2 (alluded to 
as retrogradata) occurs before 
the six words reappear in envoi. ‘Six’ 
appears (not unsurprisingly) as fifth 
of six of these. One thinks by now, one’s three 
parts gone. Don’t want to write another one. 
 
1 thinks this line should end with 1, not 3. 
and this 1, 2, should end with 3, not 2 
and as 4 this, should end with 5, not 6. 
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Consider now my bilingual sestina, concerned overtly with ‘writing under someone 
else’s thumb and tongue’.  
                     Bilingual Sestina 
 
Hold on a bit! Owdonabit! 
What’s wrong with you? Wozzupwithi? 
You’ve heard yourself? Azzierdthissen? 
It isn’t right.  Snotreet, snotreet. 
that dialect.  Yonlankyspeik. 
Speak properly. Thamunspeikreet. 
 
Try [Λs] not [uz] ...thamunspeikreet. 
Barbarian! Owdonabit! 
It breaks my heart snotlankyspeik. 
our heritage ... wozzupwithi? 
It’s done to death ... snotreet, snotreet 
the speech of Kings. Azzierdthissen? 
 
You’re one of those ... Azzierdthissen? 
Shakespeare gave prose ...amunspeikreet 
the comic bits ... snorrawlusreet 
(Drunken Porter’s ... Owdonabit! 
part in Macbeth. Wozzupwithi 
It’s non- RP, nonlankyspeik? 
 
No poetry is lankyspeik 
not even Keats. Wozzupwithi? 
E-nun-ci-ate! Azzierdthissen 
and no flat /a’s/ ... ‘amunspeikreet 
spit /t/ and /p/  Owdonabit! 
and say ‘Fl[Λ]t C[Λ]p. Snotreet, snotreet. 
 
Water/m[Λ]tter ...snotreet, snotreet,        
water/ch[Λ]tter ... snotankyspeik,              
internal rhymes ... Owdonabit! 
and pararhymes ... Azzierdthissen? 
And aspirate!          Hhhhhamunspeikreet. 
How now brown cow? Wozzupwithi? 
 
Your name! Your name! Wozzupwithi? 
It’s classical ... snotreet, snotreet. 
Pythagoras ... thamunspeikreet... 
not ‘tater pie’, yonslankyspeik! 
You’re 𝜋𝑟2!    Azzierdthissen? 
Hypota muse! Owdonabit! 
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Hold on a bit! Wozzupwithi? 
You’ve heard yourself? Itsawlusreet 
That dialect! Thamunspeikreet! 
  
   My local accent, Boltonian, is polysynthetic. For example, Boltonian ‘itsintinintit?’ 
translates ‘it is in the tin, isn’t it?’ ‘Bilingual Sestina’ could be described, as tragic-
comedic: the tragic element being the disappearance of regional accents and dialects, 
and the comedy the 𝑃𝑖/Pythogoras punning on my surname. The R.P. lines follow 
syntactically and semantically, with the dialectic interjections forming a hemi-
stichomythic dialogue.184 This sestina read well as a duet, with my supervisor, 
Professor Glover, providing the R.P. voice.  
 
   Unlike the noted male poets, none of the American women formalists seemed 
perturbed by either ‘entitlement’, or ‘right’ to hierarchical structures. Alvarez, in 
particular, stated that in using traditional forms, she was not ‘giving up power ... going 
over to the enemy’. These are assertive terms, however, her phrase, ‘the houses built 
of words belong to no one’, is problematic. On the one hand, were felony deliberate, it 
could be seen as audacious theft from Donne, i.e. both telling and showing. On the 
other, were the allusion to ‘The Canonization’ unconscious, it might suggest a 
subliminal appropriation of the ‘ownership’ Alvarez refutes. This begs the question of 
the extent to which the present poet’s ‘increasing consciousness of formality’ reflects 
her ‘self-fashioning as a female formalist poet’. 
 
  This is potentially a ‘which came first, the chicken or the egg’ problem. Sapphic 
rhythms pre-date many patriarchal forms, and using Sapphics in response to Hacker’s 
‘Dusk: July’ places me firmly in a female tradition of formalism. By extension, the poem 
raises the question of whether Swinburne’s ‘Sapphics’ could be accused of felony. On 
the whole, though, rather than demonstrating that I am ‘writing under someone else’s 
thumb and tongue’, the poems in chapter and within this thesis, show the present 
poet enjoying the freedom that self-discovery brings. I both adhere to, and flout, the 
rules. On the other hand, introducing the highly patriarchal hemi-stichomythic 
dialogue into a Boltonian ‘Bilingual Sestina’ indicates a form-conscious female poet  
                                                     
184 Examples of stichomythic dialogue include Medea’s exchange with Creon, Euripides: Medea and 
Other Plays, trans. Philip Vellacott (London: Penguin Classics) 1963, p.27 
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playfully exploiting two complex forms for the purposes of admission into a culture at 
odds with her speaking voice. This sestina is, of course, based on Tony Harrison’s 
sonnet ‘Them & [uz]’. This poem, along with ‘On Not Being Milton’, concerned overtly 
with ‘owned language’, with ‘entitlement’ and ‘right’, is explored, and responded to, in 
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           Chapter 7 
 
                 Contending Voices:  Sonnets by Tony Harrison and Stella Pye 
 
 
Two of Harrison’s most noted sonnets, ’On not Being Milton’ and ‘Them & [uz]’, are 
selected because Harrison and I hale from the same Northern working-class 
background and generation. However, unlike Harrison’s literary and Classical 
grounding at Leeds Grammar School and the University of Leeds, my first close-
encounter with the sonnet form was post-retirement at the Open University, and it 
was with these two poems. I admired Harrison’s using the sonnet form, with its courtly 
ancestry, to interrogate perceptions of ‘owned language’, and inherent divisiveness of 
class and education, in seemingly contending literary and vernacular voices. The 
sonnets are from a sequence entitled, and carrying an epigraph from, ‘The School of 
Eloquence’.185 This refers to the radical London Corresponding Society (1792-99). The 
L.C.S. promoted the primacy of articulation in the working classes, and the epigraph is 
taken from E.P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class.186 First, consider 
 
   On Not Being Milton 
 
for Sergio Vieira and Armando Guebuza (Fremilo) 
 
Read and committed to the flames, I call 
these sixteen lines that go back to my roots 
my Cahier d’un retour au pays natal, 
my growing black enough to fit my boots. 
 
The stutter and the scold out of the branks 
of condescension, class and counter-class 
thickens with glottal and a lumpen mass 
of Ludding morphemes closing up their ranks. 
Each swung cast-iron Enoch of Leeds stress 
Clangs a forged music on the frames of Art, 
the looms of owned language smashed apart! 
 
                                                     
185 Tony Harrison ‘On Not Being Milton’ and ‘Them and [uz]’, From “The School of Eloquence”, and Other 
Poems, (London: Rex Collings 1978) 
Tony Harrison, Continuous: 50 Sonnets from The School of Eloquence  (London: Rex Collings 1981) 
Tony Harrison, Selected Poems , (London: Penguin 1984) 
186 Edward Palmer Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: Gollancz 1963) 
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Three cheers for mute ingloriousness! 
 
Articulation is the tongue-tied’s fighting. 
In the silence round all poetry we quote 
Tidd of Cato Street conspirator who wrote: 
 
Sir, I Ham a very Bad Hand at Righting. 187 
 
   Harrison precedes his sixteen-line The School of Eloquence sonnets with the first 
eleven, and the final five, lines from Milton’s 120-line elegy, Ad Patrem. The inclusion 
of the Latin text invited a look at its translation, and this was interesting in itself. In 
thanking his father for his University education, Milton stresses the importance of 
education within the family and within society as a whole. Whilst the ‘door’ of 
University education opened much later for the present writer, the young Harrison 
could have found himself in a parallel psychological situation with Milton. Arguably, 
then, Harrison’s invoking Milton to introduce his sonnets fulfils two functions. The 
ensuing poems are homage to Milton, to his own father and to his dedicatee poets, all 
concerned overtly with the power of education. Secondly, the truncated version of Ad 
Patrem mimics Harrison’s own sixteen-line format, thus casting proleptic doubt upon 
the words ‘On Not’ (Being Milton). 
  
   Harrison saw a further parallel with his own, and the African Colonial, situation. He 
taught in Nigeria until the outbreak of Civil War, and says: 
 What Africa did for me was literally to put in perspective my own 
 education: it was one of the reasons why The School of Eloquence 
 begins with a poem to Africans ... I found the history of Colonial 
 Africa a very broad, dramatic portrayal of some of the things that 
 happened to me. 188 
   
   The first quatrain of ‘On not Being Milton’ is ambiguous. It might signal an intention 
to destroy an unworthy sonnet, or, carrying Pentecostal connotations, to speak in 
‘tongues’ within those sixteen lines. Either way, as Rick Rylance states, ‘the opening 
self-consciously places it in a literary framework.’189 Harrison alludes to Aimé Césaire’s    
                                                     
187  Tony Harrison ‘On Not Being Milton’, Selected Poems, p.112 
 
188John Haffenden, ‘Interview with Tony Harrison’, Bloodaxe Critical Anthologies: Tony Harrison, ed. Neil 
Astley ( Newcastle: Bloodaxe Books Ltd. 1991) and reprinted in Poetry Review 73 No.4, 1984 
189 Rick Rylance ‘On Not Being Milton’, Astley, p.117 
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poem celebrating black belonging. ‘Roots’ carry those connotations, along with 
rhyming ‘boots’, with its associations with the Northern phrase, ‘too big for your 
boots’, thus linking Colonial and Northern experiences. 
 
   Harrison’s sonnet is organised with a great sense of its musicality. The quatrain may 
be seen as the overture to the densest mass of lines and loudest sound, the septet. In 
this section, the oppositional voice of the foundry is uncompromisingly difficult to 
articulate. Additionally, the rhyme scheme changing from abab of the quatrain to 
cddceff (ff for fortissimo) hammers home the harsh assonantal slant. The one 
exception, ‘stress’, stresses Harrison’s self-awareness of his composition. The septet 
gives way to moments of quiet ease. The celebratory single line, quoting Gray quoting 
Milton, affords the breathing space for reflection to which Harrison again, self-
reflexively alludes in his tercet (‘the silence round all poetry we quote’). The final 
break, to allow the full impact of the double puns on ‘ham’ and ‘righting’, to sink-in, 
follows. It is the death-blow to any lingering notions of ‘On Not’. Examine the present 
poet’s first response to ‘On Not Being Milton’. 
 
   On Not Being Harrison 
 
   And you: the scholar. Me: the dunce at school, 
   such arrogance to write these sixteen lines. 
   AND THIS from Jadum – latter Shakespeare’s fool – 
   although the most adroit, least asinine 
 
   of social commentators.  ‘Art for Art’s 
   Sake’ – Hellenistic – not exactly me, 
   no Classicist. But not exactly thee, 
   you want owned looms of language smashed apart, 
   you cheeky monkey! Some brass neck to swipe 
   their sonnet form, ‘Miltonic’, it’s avowed –  
   debatable, but let that pass for now – 
 
   to pun, allude, ‘black Martinique’ your gripe. 
 
   Cato and Cato Street [we] equably 
   Resort to … Republic aspiration 
   (Geoffrey Hill, my later education) 
 
   in paradoxical duality. 
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   This poem begs the question whether I am growing ‘too big for my boots’, 
attempting to refute, yet confirm association with an iconic poet. I profess my sonnet 
to be ‘such arrogance’, yet in common, with ‘On Not Being Milton’, it is both homage 
and appropriation. 
      
   The sonnet celebrates and uses Harrison’s form to interrogate his use of the form, 
and with similar contrariness. We each speak in dual-tongues, and this is not 
obsequiousness. My recent acquisition of a literary voice was as alien from ‘the 
language that I spoke at home’ as Harrison’s earlier induction.190 I wanted, like 
Harrison, to harness the energy of iconic poets. After my initial homage to Harrison, 
(‘you the scholar’), Geoffrey Hill’s poems to Harrison provided that energy.191    
           
   AND THIS from Jadum simultaneously denigrates and justifies my writing this sonnet. 
Hill refers to the Nigerian poet Christopher Okigbo in his poems to Harrison, and this 
quotation is from Okigbo’s Labyrinths with Path of Thunder. The sequence, like 
Harrison’s sonnets, is littered with literary allusion and spoken in ‘tongues’. Its 
inclusion here links the three poets and their work. 
 
   I wanted to emulate Harrison’s harsh assonance in the second section, not to achieve 
his macho foundry sound, rather to explore his using it. Here again, we contradict: 
Harrison uses the very artifice of ‘owned language’ he claims to ‘smash’, and I quote 
‘Art for Art’s sake’ (my mind’s ear hearing Plath’s incomparably harsh ‘large charge’), 
yet deny any connection with Pater’s aestheticism, abandoning literary language, 
(‘Hellenistic’), for vernacular ‘cheeky monkey!’192 Like Harrison, I enjoy the pun, 
(‘ass/asinine’). Highlighting Harrison’s virtuosity in a single line draws attention to that 
virtuosity. 
   The tercet quotes Hill’s quoting Harrison, and in doing so, links me with these 
celebrated poets in this layered sonnet. The final isolated line reflects Harrison’s, (and  
my own), self-fashioning in ‘paradoxical duality’. Thirty years on, Harrison’s contending 
                                                     
190 Harrison, ‘Classics Society’, p. 120 
191 Harrison, ‘Them & [uz], p. 123  
  Geoffrey Hill, ‘To Tony Harrison XLlV – XLVl’  from Liber Illustrium Virorum, published in Stand Vol.         
11, ed. Jon Glover ( Leeds: Leeds University) 2013, pp.28-29  
192 Sylvia Plath ‘Lady Lazarus’, Ariel (London: Faber & Faber) 1965, p. 18 
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dramatis personae may, of course, peacefully co-exist, but in 1983, he said, ‘I don’t feel 
happy in the world of “literature”, and nor do I feel happy – with my education and my 
identity as a poet – in my old working-class background.’193  
 
   Harrison avers his sixteen-line sonnets to be Meredithian, yet critical opinion 
quibbles. Douglas Dunn has it that they are really ‘not Meredithian’, in that Harrison’s 
linear layout and rhyme schemes differ from those of Meredith, whereas Stephen 
Spender claims them ‘all’ to be Meredithian.194 Marilyn Hacker says they are ‘Miltonic’, 
and, given Harrison’s claim and counter-claim, her thinking has tenuous credence. My 
next poem outlines some differences between Miltonic and Harrisonian sonnets. 
   Miltonic/Harrisonian Sonnet 
 
   John Milton’s sonnets (mainly) 23 
   have fourteen lines. 1 fifteen, 1 ‘caudate’ - 
   derived from ‘coda’ – (think that’s stressed trochee). 
   For all his sonnets, Milton designates   
   Petrarchan and Shakespearean rhyme schemes: 
   with 5 Italian, 18 English, not 
   addressing customary English themes, 
   but politics and poet’s life. A plot 
   
   that Harrison revives, re-vivifies 
   in sixteen-lines: a ‘stronger’ dialogue 
   is possible, he argues, modifies 
   both rhyme and linear structure, monologue 
   with interjections in italics. Rome: 
   he’s harking back to Roman poet-self – 
   self-fashioning – uneasily at home 
   in dual skins, forked-tongued, portrays himself. 
 
   There are slightly conflicting views upon the ‘fluency’ of Harrison’s fractured lines. 
Blake Morrison’s thinks the ‘visually ugly breaking down of sonnets [and] the sheer 
confusion of layout and typography [means] they must be the least fluent poems in 
the language’, and they are ‘meant to be’. 195 Dunn perceives the ‘meant to be’ as ‘the 
better to see clearly in detail, what, in the mass might be fuzzy.’196 My opinion is that 
                                                     
193 John Haffenden interview with Harrison, Astley p.234  
194 Douglas Dunn, ‘Formal Strategies in Tony Harrison’s Poetry’, Astley, p.130 
    Stephen Spender, ‘Changeling’, Astley, p. 221 
195 Blake Morrison, Astley, p.219 
196 Dunn, Astley, p.213 
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the fracture and dislocation of form is synonymous with the fracture and dislocation 
inherent to the working-class versus educational-experience, and that Harrison 
harnesses his lineation and vocal strategies in tandem. I outline these strategies now. 
 
Lineation and Vocal Structures in ‘On Not Being Milton’ 
 
What’s hazy in the whole, is crystal claimed 
from fragments.  A dialogic discourse: 
Okigbo burned to rubber – tongues of flame, 
Colonial alter-ego reinforced. 
 
Harsh assonance, the artifice he smarts – 
in part – against. His battling working-class, 
forked-tongue invoked Ned Ludd.  A leaden mass 
analogy for smashing frames apart 
is Edward Ludlum’s name – gob-stopping taw 
of clumping plosives. Spit it, gritted teeth! 
Explode it from the mouth, and draw the jaw! 
 
   The dramatist upon the blasted heath. 
   
Silences of Shakespeare and Okigbo. 
  Silences surrounding clash and din. Split- 
  quatrain anticipates his second quote – 
 
  the pun on righting. Metaphysic wit. 
    
   Milton and Meredith composed caudate sonnets, and my next poem uses the 
caudate form, for three purposes: to further interrogate Harrison’s binary oppositions, 
to explore the coda form and to incorporate the ‘woman’s sentence’.197 One of the 
differences between the male and female sentence in everyday conversation, which 
emerged from Robyn Lakoff’s research, is that women use more tag questions (for 
example, ‘isn’t it’) than men. 198 This is so in my everyday conversation, but may not be 
absolutely clear-cut. The tag can be question, or statement, depending upon inflection.                   
   Opposing Heteroglossia in ‘On Not Being Milton’ 
   The tongues of fire, the central metaphor: 
   dead poet’s voices intersect his lines; 
   Aimé Césaire’s retour natal defines, 
                                                     
197 Virginia Woolf, ‘... there was no common sentence for her to use’, A Room of One’s Own (London: 
Penguin Books 1945) p. 76 
198 Robyn Lakoff quoted in Maybin and Mercer, p. 19 
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   he says, yet blurs, the ‘I’ biographer.  
   Again, the would-be iconographer 
   appears to contradict himself, combines 
   Petrarchan form (owned language – thus refined) 
   with anarchy. The lexicographer 
   employs the oxymoron to convey 
   semantic antonyms – the opposite  
   of meaning – from the ‘Elegy’ by Gray. 
His final line departs from quoting lit, 
Tidd’s last statement - in captivity – 
 a Tony Harrison proclivity. 
 Précis. Isn’t it? 
A rising ‘isn’t’ means uncertainty? 
A falling ‘isn’t means dead certainty. 
 
Consider   Them & [uz] 
   for Professors Richard Hoggart & Leon Cortez 
   1    
αϊαϊ, ay, ay! ... stutterer Demosthenes 
   gob full of pebbles outshouting seas – 
 
   4 words only of mi ‘art aches and ... ‘Mine’s broken, 
   you barbarian, T. W.! He was nicely spoken. 
   ‘Can’t have our glorious heritage done to death!’ 
 
   I played the Drunken Porter in Macbeth. 
 
   ‘Poetry’s the speech of kings. You’re one of those 
   Shakespeare gave the comic bits to: prose! 
   All poetry (even Cockney Keats?) you see 
   ‘s been dubbed by [Λs] into R.P, 
   Received Pronunciation, please believe [Λs] 
   your speech is in the hand of the Receivers.’ 
 
   ‘We say [Λs] not [us], T.W.!’ that shut my trap. 
   I doffed my flat a’s (as in ‘flat cap’) 
   my mouth all stuffed with glottal, great 
   lumps to hawk up and spit out ... E –nun-ci-ate! 
 
   ll 
 
 So right, yer buggers, then! We’ll occupy 
 your lousy leasehold Poetry. 
 
 I chewed up all the Littererchewer and spat the bones 
 into the lap of dozing Daniel Jones, 
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 dropped the initials I’d been harried as 
 and used my name and my own voice [uz] [uz] [uz], 
 ended sentences with by, with, from, 
 and spoke the language that I spoke at home.  
 RIP RP, RIP T.W. 
   I’m Tony Harrison no longer you! 
    
You can tell the Receivers where to go 
   (and not aspirate it) once you know 
   Wordsworth’s matter/water are full rhymes, 
   [uz] can be loving as well as funny. 
 
   My first mention in the Times 
   automatically made Tony Anthony!199 
    
   This sonnet is dedicated to Richard Hoggart, an academic of Leeds working-class 
origin, and Cortez, a stand-up comic who incorporated Shakespearean quotations into 
his routines. This indicates the anomalies of ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture aired in the poem. 
Harrison’s accent was ridiculed by an English master, who deemed it unfitting for 
reading Shakespeare. In an interview with Hoggart in 1986, Harrison explained 
  I was not allowed to read poetry by one of the English 
  teachers, because I used to say ‘Mi ‘art aches and a 
  drowsy numbness, and he thought of me as a barbarian, 
  you see. Looking back I can see there was a kind of 
  aggro in my writing. I wanted to do things, make things 
  that were classically formed, but in my own voice.200  
   My next sonnet, using Harrison’s line layout, examines this relationship between the 
‘classical form’ of ‘Them & [uz]’, his ‘own voice’, and that of his teacher. 
 
    Formal and Vocal Strategies in ‘Them & [uz]  
 
   1 
 
   A couplet, coupling Greek with music-hall 
   Αϊ ay – combined poetic ‘I’s’ are called. 
 
   A separate tercet; the form maybe 
   enacting subject matter. Could it be 
   the line scheme highlights rhyme scheme (BBC) 
 
   The Porter: prose’s lonely licensee. 
                                                     
199 Harrison, in Astley, pp. 122-23 
200 Richard Hoggart ‘In Conversation with Tony Harrison’, recorded for ITV, transcript in Astley, p.40 
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   The sestet’s of a piece, the speech of kings, 
   with only one discordant chime which rings 
   mid-stanza – queries lineage of Keats 
   yet   ….      Centralized? The R.P. voice repeats 
   its claim – or does it though, it seems to plead – 
   (the please believe), is this meant to mislead? 
   
 Quatrain: sustained attack has closed the trap, 
 (the gob) of flat /a/, flat-capped, working chap. 
 The double meaning, too, ‘trapped in his class 
 can’t aspirate (aspire) to be ‘cut glass’. 
 
   ll 
 
 Uncoupled couplet turns the tables; R. 
 P. speakers lose their lousy leasehold, ta! 
 
 ‘I’ claims the octave, not αϊαϊ, ay, ay! 
 A pun on chewing literature, and why? 
 A self-conceit to spit on Daniel Jones’ 
 accentual divisions. Now his own 
 (it’s punned with harried, as in ‘Harrison’) 
 voice speaks – he wouldn’t say ‘one’s own’, but ‘wun’. 
 The master stroke turns ‘Non-U’ into ‘U’, 
 It’s Tony, now, and not T.W. 
      
   Receivers (smashing pun) can go to ‘ell’, 
   no longer aspirate[d], then the knell, 
   the death-toll of R.P.? Wordsworth’s full-rhymes, 
   the rhyme scheme signals here ‘Identity’! 
 
   The sonnet comes full-circle when The Times 
   has elevated ‘Tony’ Anthony 
    
   ‘Them & [uz] has been described, reasonably, by Dunn, as the ‘Scholarship Boy’s 
Remorse and Revenge’.201  When Harrison compares the Colonial experience with his 
own, it is, perhaps, that in a parallel way in which Nigerian tribes (e.g. Okigbo’s Igbo 
tribe) were ‘civilized’ into English by Scottish missionaries, Harrison was straight-
jacketed into R.P. as a scholarship lad at Leeds Grammar School. 
 
   I wanted to convey ‘remorse’ and ‘revenge’ in my sonnet, which, like ‘Them & [uz]’, is 
a poem of two halves, the one the obverse face of the other. In Part 1: ‘Remorse’,  
                                                     
201 Dunn, in Astley, pp. 213 - 214 
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the couplet highlights Harrison’s ‘coupling’, his uneasily co-existing poetic voices. I 
found no critical views on Harrison’s rhyme scheme in the tercet, but  think it possible 
that such a form-conscious poet would be aware that his separate bbc rhyme enacted 
his subject matter, his teacher’s ‘nicely spoken’ B.B.C. R.P. The pun on ‘porter’ and 
‘poetic licence’, hopefully make reparation for Harrison’s shame, although, as Harrison 
knew well enough, the porter’s speech is all about performance (albeit of a different 
kind), and this is a dramatic sonnet, so perhaps not ‘remorse’ exactly. Harrison’s sestet 
is given to the dominant R.P. voice, yet with altered punctuation, it could be open to 
interpretation.  Spender notes that were the full-stop omitted after the word ‘kings’ 
and a comma added after ‘those’, the line ‘Poetry’s the speech of kings. You’re one of 
those ‘, would read ‘Poetry’s the speech of kings you’re one of those,’. 202  The sestet, 
highlighting Keats’s cockney accent puts the supremacy of R.P. in doubt, and the 
quatrain’s battalion of flat /a/s seemingly conveying ‘remorse’ are, nonetheless, 
remorseless.  
 
  In  Part ll: ‘Revenge’, the introductory couplet ‘turns the tables’ aurally, rhyming ‘R’ 
with flat cap ‘ta!’, and the sestet combines Harrison’s puns with mine as we ‘spit on 
Daniel Jones’ and his ‘accentual divisions’. The aspirate, like Harrison’s, is vanquished 
in the quatrain, and the final couplet celebrates his ultimate revenge. 
  
   Regional accents are loaded with value judgements, but what is considered a 
‘prestige’ accent by some will be considered ‘Non-U’ by others, and the non-
prevocalic, or rhotic /r/ is one such accent. It occurs where the /r/ is markedly 
pronounced before a consonant, (e.g. ‘garden party’) or at the end of words (‘star 
wars’), rather than before a vowel. In Standard-American English, it is deemed to be 
prestigious, but not in Standard-English. In the introduction to her paper on linguistics, 
Caroline Piercy states: ‘except in a small area in Lancashire and in the south west of 
England, all accents in English are non-rhotic’. 203 The ‘small area in Lancashire’ is 
Darwen, where families migrated to the cotton industry from Somerset farms during 
the Industrial revolution. Darwen is approximately five miles from Bolton, where the 
                                                     
202 Spender in Astley, p.222 
203 Caroline Piercy, ‘A Transatlantic Cross-Dialectal Comparison of the Non-Prevocalic /r/’, Pennsylvania: 
University of Pennsylvania Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 18, issue 2, 2012  
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prevocalic /r/ is non-existent, and its speakers are generally disparaged. However,  I 
find it a thing of beauty, and was heartened to hear an elderly Darwenian lady execute 
a perfect iambic pentameter on a local B.B.C. television interview during a visit to the 
town by the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge. The next sonnet celebrates both this 
lady’s accent and her command of the iambic line, and concerns itself with the 
business of writing sixteen-line sonnets. 
   Non-Prevocalic /r/ 
 
   One Monday morning (wet) in Darwen –that’s 
   non-prevocalic /r/, where Kate’s on walk- 
   about. Hence cue words: ‘paint’ and ‘drying’. ‘What’s 
   the fuss about’? I grumble, ‘All this talk 
 
   of competitions, wanting to design 
   a plate, a mug, or conjure-up a name 
   for some commemorative cocktail? Mine’s 
   the ‘usual’, that’s if it’s all the same.’ 
 
   A grey-haired lady with a grown-out perm, 
   her Rainmate© concertina’d to a band, 
   drips dripping off her nose, but didn’t squirm, 
   face glowing, said she’d shaken Katherine’s hand. 
 
   Adopting ‘royal speech’ herself, explained: 
   ‘She’s what we need, she’ll lift us up, this star’ 
   (just what I needed for this last quatrain) 
   Was that I.P., non-prevocalic /r/? 
  
My following poems take a seemingly light-hearted look at perceived ‘dumbing-down’ 
at the ‘bastion of R.P’, the B.B.C. 
  
   [Λs] & [Uz]: What’s Heppened to the B.B.C.? 
 
   l 
 
   Perhaps Lord Reith was even-handed; no 
   one region disadvantaged, upper/low- 
 
   er status. But what’s happened to the B. 
   B. C. These days, aren’t they supposed to be 
   the bastion of R.P.? Some people see 
 
   declining standards down to letting new 
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   announcer, Wilfred Pickles, read the news – 
   they thought his Northern accent would confuse 
   the enemy in W.W. 2. And now: 
 
   defeated by the glott’l stop. That’s how 
   in trad. R.P. a ‘hendle’s’ ‘hen’dl’, mod 
   R.P. a ‘handle’s’ ‘hend’l’. Northern bod 
   goes ‘an’dl’, mod bod ‘an’duh’ (must be Manc – 
   short Manchestuh) as thick as 2 short planks, 
   ‘sounds less intelligent, less well-received’ 




The horizontal gradient pressure front, 
a baroclinic rising-motion zone, 
though isotropic lifting bears the brunt, 
a Beaufort scale with wind speeds clearly shown 
 
Well-windy wevver in the east n’ west, 
is bubblin’-up in spits n’ spots off rain, 
well-cloudy wevver gettin’ a bit less. 
Well-broken skies is wiv uz once again. 
 
What’s heppened to Etlentic fronts, and charts 
with universal symbols, Arctic highs 
and lows, and troughs and ridges, isobars 
and cirri form and cirrostratus skies? 
 
Why bovver? Just let grafficks do the cues: 
the sun is yellow, make it yeller, roar 
and make the grey more greyer, bluer blue, 
we don’t do stick-on fluffy clouds no more. 
 
 
   I say ‘seemingly light-hearted’, because although I enjoyed writing these poems, 
there is a serious agenda. I wanted the couplet to simultaneously convey, and cast 
doubt upon, Reith’s possible motivation, and, like Harrison I utilize the tercet for the 
bbc rhyme scheme to enact the subject matter. Wilfred Pickles will be unknown to 
readers younger than my generation, but thinking his Yorkshire accent would confuse 
the enemy, equates with Harrison’s similar accent being relegated to the Porter’s 
speech. I am, however, indebted to the B.B.C. Home Page for outlining the differences 
between traditional and modern R.P., on which the septet is based. 
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    For Part ll, the four-quatrain format seemed the ideal vehicle for comparing and 
contrasting former and present standards of weather forecasting. This might be 
disingenuous: having a broad Northern accent, yet deploring sloppy grammar, 
particularly the apparent inability of weather girls to distinguish between ‘of’ and ‘off’. 
 
This chapter, and this thesis, closes with sonnets surrounding a visit to the Brotherton 
Library Special Collections archive at the University of Leeds, where I was privileged to 
see Harrison’s workbooks for The School of Eloquence. To convey the spirituality of this 
experience, I quote the sentiments expressed by my fellow–student, on seeing his 
chosen-poet, Keith Douglas’s, workbooks. Owen Lowery writes of ‘the thrill of having 
been so close to manuscripts that the man who has been so important to my work for 
so long has held in his own hands’.204  
 
   On Reading Harrison’s Workbooks 
 
   l 
 
   The archivist has laid the workbook ‘School 
   of Eloquence: Book 3’ (small, green) upon 
   the book-rest placed before me (standard rules 
   and regulations). Was I an icon- 
   oclast without a pair of cotton gloves 
   to turn the pages of the ‘Holy Grail’? 
   Analogies I know he’d disapprove 
   of. Nonetheless, a pilgrimage. He rails, 
    
and yet, it seems, is ‘torn between’ (first cut- 
   ting – Levitas) ‘lost tongue’ and academe. 
   The author’s name, in his own hand abuts 
   the text in pin-thin anguine script. Between 
   the next piece, ‘Small is Beautiful’, I find 
   compactly written – compact wit, to boot – 
   re those ‘minorities’, (linguistic kind), 






                                                     
204 Owen W. Lowery, ‘The thrill and utility of Special Collections’ Leeds: Available at: http//: 
leeds.ac.uk/blog/special-collections 
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   ll 
 
They’re ‘very layered things’, he says, the books. 
   ‘Correct the typescript, stick it in and stick 
   another one on top’. And so, the look 
   of layers replicate his voices – brick 
   on bricolage. Just one typescript for ‘On  
   Not Being Milton’. Underlined, to stress  
   the links between Colonial/working class   
   ‘Cahir ... natal’ with Tidd’s ‘at righting’, non-   
   italicized, as yet, no Roman chime -    
   Roman à clef - no poet-self. Footnote    
  
   defines Césaire as Martinique, denotes  
     the Cato Street assignation time.    
   No sign of memo to ‘Explain Enoch’        
   (appears in publication), says instead 
   ‘explain the branks’ – a gobbet forged from lead.     
    
                                        Judicious switch, the silence says enough.      
 
    
lll 
 
   Originally titled ‘Them and Us’. 
   No ampersand. No brackets. And no ‘uz’. 
   Αϊ, ay, the hemi-stichomythic phrase 
   emerged in version 2. The Grecian αϊ’s 
   alongside music-hall; his margin note, 
   The Cheeky Chappie, illustrates the quote, 
   and sets the tone for upper/lower class 
 
   divisions: R.P. ‘us’ becomes Greek [Λs]  
   (that’s bracketed in type and typescript, too) 
   and local ‘us’, now [uz] , for speakers who 
   produce a flatter vowel sound, and sound 
   like erstwhile Harrison (and me). I found 
   his note: the voice I had ... the poetry 
   one could identify [with me] might be, 
   say, Billy Bennett’s monologues. The ‘one’ 
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              Conclusion 
 
With hindsight, my M.A. Dissertation was embryonic of this thesis. The double sonnet 
sequence, Talking Pictures, imaginary conversation pieces between female sitter and 
artist, interrogated perceptions of female identity from the Renaissance to the present 
day. I wanted to ‘book-end’ the sequence with female sonneteers, and began with 
Gaspara Stampa. However, her portrait bore no resemblance to her poetry. The 
Introduction to this Creative PhD has outlined the outspoken nature of Stampa’s 
sonnets, but her mouth was tightly closed. The artist, like Petrarch, had silenced his 
muse. When I wrote as a male artist, I noted that I used more complex sestets than 
when writing as a female sitter or artist. Thus, this thesis, comparing ways in which 
male and female writers have used poetic form from the Renaissance to the present 
day, emerged. The commentary and sonnets were separate entities, but for this 
lengthier project, embedding the poems in the academic text seemed more pragmatic 
for writer and reader alike. 
 
   The original intention had been to approach the thesis from a purely formalist 
perspective. However, when I read Greenblatt’s article on Wyatt’s self-fashioning, I 
realized that Stampa had utilized the sonnet for self-promotional purposes, fashioning 
herself as a poet of equal standing with her male ancestors. Thus, placing the formalist 
discussion into the wider historical context illuminated notions of self-fashioning in 
each era, or ‘movement’, explored. There were, of course, underlying issues of gender, 
class and race, with their inherent connotations of ‘owned language’ and elitism, 
insider and outsider status. 
 
   Because the present writer’s poetry has been in response to that of her chosen male 
and female poets from the Renaissance to now, she has had their help and guidance 
from the distance of half a millennium and across continents.  By extension, the same 
issues underlying their self-fashioning have also informed her own. This working-class 
woman with scant literary education until retirement age, with outsider status as such, 
has gained insider status from the level of formality flowing from the pen nib, or in the 
twenty-first century, the computer keyboard. Poetic form has simultaneously informed  
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and deformed her natural speech and permitted entry into an élite culture at odds 
with her natural speaking voice. 
 
    Engaging with the work of my chosen poets in this unusual way, i.e. ‘putting myself 
through the same mill’, has given me a greater insight into their possible reasoning. 
Hopefully, a reader will be encouraged to evaluate an unfamiliar poem, or see a 
familiar poem in a new light. For example, a reader might wonder why Winchilsea, an 
accomplished heroic couplet exponent, used a ballad variant in response to Pope’s 
‘Impromptu’, or see Jennings’s ‘brushwork’ revealing an essential truth in 
‘Rembrandt’s Late Self-Portraits’. 
 
Formalism was the bridge that was to transport the present poet from the Renaissance 
to the present day. Formalism meant both security and freedom. ‘Security’, because 
the writer is on solid ground, which leaves her free to play around with words.  By the 
mid-point of the thesis, and Imagism, however, the bridge had morphed into a trapeze 
with the writer precariously balanced. I have certainly felt that bridges, or trapezes, of 
form that I have seen others use, and now use myself, are more than metaphorical 
tropes. They have been personally both liberating and frightening. The radical 
aesthetics of Imagism provided an opportunity for experimenting with pared-down 
poetry, and Imagism led organically to Larkin and Jennings’s ekphrastic poetry and 
safer ground. Unlike the famous male poets engaged in the discussion chaired by 
Michael Schmidt, the female American New Formalists were concerned with neither 
right nor entitlement to use the patriarchal forms so coveted by Tony Harrison. 
 
   The final poem in this thesis has brought the present writer’s creative odyssey full-
circle: from reading Harrison’s sonnets at the Open University to writing her own 
sonnets on reading his writing practices. Paradoxically, despite her inspiration being 
derived initially from female sonneteers, she realizes that Harrison has been the 
‘Presiding Genius’ of her thesis. This is because, like her poet-hero, she ‘makes things 
that were classically formed, but in [her] own voice’.205 This HAS been a journey, the 
 
                                                     
205 Harrison in Astley, op. cit. p.40 
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‘research process’ has involved discoveries and changes. Thus, the implicit self-
fashioning at the start of this Creative Writing thesis is not the same as the explicit self-
fashioning at journey’s end.        
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